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A Note on the Citation o f Sources

All Chinese citations are from Wu Cheng'en Xiyou j i  HjiSHE (Beijing: Renmin
wenxue, 1973), hereafter Wu. Most o f the English citations given parenthetically within the 
text are from Anthony Yu, trans., The Journey to the IVest, 4 vols., (Chicago & London: The 
University o f Chicago Press, 1977-1983), hereafter Yu. Sometimes I provide my own 
translation when it is necessitated by the discussion. Translation of all other Chinese sources 
is provided by myself except when specifically indicated. I use the Hanyu pinyin system of 
romanization except when I quote directly from Yu’s translation or refer to characters that 
appear only in the novel.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: MONKEY AND THE CRITICISM OF XIYOU JI 

The topic of this endeavor cannot but be paradoxically both old and new. The roots 

reach back to pre-modem times when Buddhist, Taoist and Confucian readings of Xiyou j i  

ffi'ijjfid were the order of the day.1 I follow the religious clues inherent in the story to 

provide an entirely new reading of this sixteenth-century classic of the Chinese novel, but 

this effort obviously belongs to the Taoist critical tradition, owing to my concern with 

immortality as achieved through the Taoist elixirs. Naturally the significance of this study 

can best be understood only in relation to the Taoist exegetes of Xiyou ji. Let me first define 

where 1 am indebted to, and, above all, where I distinguish myself from, my predecessors. I 

will address the issues of Buddhist and Confucian criticisms in the following chapter.

Is Monkey All Five Pilgrims Or Merely One of the Five?

The story starts with the birth of a stone monkey who seeks out a highly realized 

Taoist immortal, studies with him in the art of immortal life, and subsequently ascends to 

heaven upon his own Taoist realization; but his celestial bliss is short-lived; he is soon 

expelled from heaven after he stages an unsuccessful coup to unseat the Jade Emperor iE'i’i?. 

the supreme ruler of the universe. As a punishment, the Buddha imprisons him under the 

Five Phases Mountain H fflU  for five hundred years. He does not again see freedom until 

he promises to assist Tripitaka, a Buddhist monk, on his quest for Buddhist scriptures from 

the Buddha’s Western Paradise As they set out on the extremely arduous journey, the 

monkey and the monk are joined by a dragon turned white horse, a magical pig which

i
For a brief summary o f  the religious allegorical readings o f  Xiyou ji.  see David Rolston, 1997:73-78.

1
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Tripitaka names Pa-chieh Ajft. and Sha Monk f'J'Ma, a fallen celestial general. Together 

they brave the hardships and subdue numerous demons. The monkey and the monk both 

become buddhas themselves when they finally arrive at the Buddha's monastery.

This endeavor started out as a study of Monkey, with an emphasis on his relationships 

with his fellow pilgrims as well as the demons, in the context o f a Taoist theology, but it has 

ended up as an exclusive study of the protagonist. It is not a shift of critical objective, for all 

these other characters remain essential to Monkey’s analysis. It is my basic conception of 

Monkey himself that has changed in the process. Instead of seeing the novel as the spiritual 

adventure involving a band of pilgrims, I have found it more plausible to read it as Monkey's 

spiritual quest. For the more I tried to unravel the entangled relationships between Monkey

i
and the other characters, the more evidence I found that suggest that they are but 

manifestations of the novel’s individual protagonist.

That the five pilgrims constitute a singular person has never been taken into serious 

consideration in Xioyu j i  criticism. But if we are familiar with Taoism or Buddhism, we can 

find solid “V’dence in the novel that they do. For instance, Monkey is also known as jingong 

& /£  or the Squire of Gold, and Pa-chieh as mumu /fvEJ: or Wood Mother, while Sha Monk 

is called huangpo or Yellow Hag. According to the Taoist theory of inner alchemy, the 

“squire of gold” is synonymous with metal, lead, tiger, woman or yin, and “wood mother” is 

the same as wood, mercury, dragon, man or yang; the “yellow hag” is earth, or faith, will and 

determination with which the practitioner harnesses metal to subdue wood, compounds lead 

with mercury, pits the dragon against the tiger, and allows man and woman to consummate. 

To put it differently, these are all labels that refer to the spiritual forces within the body that

i 2
i

I
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the adept should use as ingredients in the concoction of the gold elixir,2 the essence of 

immortal life. Seen in this context, they identify the pilgrims as a unified being engaged in 

the Taoist type of spiritual cultivation. Another example is the author’s frequent reference to 

xinyuan or monkey of the mind and yima H.Bj or horse of will. Undoubtedly these 

phrases were of the Buddhist origins, but the Taoists were already using them as much as the 

Buddhists during the Tang period. The former compares the mind to a forever restless and 

restive monkey while the latter likens the tendency of the mind to wander off under its own 

will, and to resist control, to a wild horse. Of course this is a false will as contrasted to "true 

will" or faith which the "yellow hag" represents. It seems then that these phrases likewise 

seal the bond between Monkey, the dragon horse as well Sha Monk as a single entity. In 

light of this conclusion, the real issue we should address is who that single individual is, 

rather than whether or not the pilgrims comprise one individual at all. And I suggest that he 

is Monkey.

But the fact that Monkey has cultivated the Taoist elixir before he joins the Buddhist 

pilgrims seems at first to greatly complicate matters. For one thing, he is already three 

hundred and forty-two years old when Yama |’§]3E, the ruler of the underworld, tries in vain

to imprison his elixir-tempered eternal soul in chapter 3. When he joins Tripitaka, Monkey

"Elixir" is commonly used to translate jindan  jfeiT, the essence of the Taoist belief in immortal life. No 
matter how "elixir" may sound in English, the conception is so deeply-rooted in Chinese culture that people, 
including the well-educated, generally still believe that there is something to it. There are two types o f  "gold 
elixirs" we should distinguish. The first type is produced when cinnabar undergoes a chemical process in 
a furnace. This type was widely practiced before and during the Tang dynasty, and, generally speaking, it took 
life rather than elongate it. Accordingly, the Taoists developed a second type based upon the traditional 
meditative practices. This new technique is called neidan r tfl-or  inner elixir as contrasted to the old chemical 
and alchemical practice now known as waidan P H f  or outer elixir. The elixir Monkey cultivates belongs to 
this new type. For helpful discussions on the "outer elixir," see Hu Fuchen 1989:229-266; Akira
Akahori, 1989:73-98; Jin Zhengyao & D H , 1991:584-621 and LiviaKohn, 1989:125-158, 1993:306-303 and 
1995:127-29; for useful discussions on the "inner elixir," see Isabelle Robinet, 1986:241-252, 1989:297-330 
and 1989-90:141-162; Farzeen Baldrian-Hussein, 1989-90:163-190; Li Yangzheng ^ fIE, 1989:297-99; Ma 
Jiren 1991:622-686 and Livia Kohn, 1993:229-235 and 303-325.
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would be one thousand years old at least, considering the five hundred years he has spent 

under the Five Phases Mountain and all those other years he has spent enjoying himself in 

heaven. If this is all true, how can an ancient primate like him constitute one unified being 

with the other pilgrims bom at a much later date? This question leads naturally to another 

that has never been properly answered: why did the novelist move back the clock of 

Tripitaka’s birth until after Monkey’s fall? The same story starts with Tripitaka’s birth in 

the Yuan play, which is also entitled Xiyou ji, that preceded the novel!

In this analysis, I propose that the Five Phases Mountain is a symbol that holds the key 

to all these issues. According to the Chinese cosmology, the dynamics of the five phases is 

the driving force behind the endless cycles of life and death in the natural world from which 

the Taoists seek to escape. Monkey has succeeded to overcome the effect o f the five phases 

after Subhuti 3 initiated him into the secret of the elixir in chapters 1 and 2. This is

the reason why he can ascend to heaven in the first place. Hence his indignant protest in 

chapter 3 to Yama that he has already transcended the five phases! By the same token, his 

imprisonment under the Five Phases Mountain in chapter 7, and this after his loss of heaven, 

is a poignant reminder that he is being subjected once again to reincarnation.

A Unified Religion

No doubt any theory about Monkey’s reincarnation does not hold water unless we can 

further explain why his Taoist quest has to end up in failure, and be replaced by a journey 

that radiates very Buddhist implications. Indeed why does he have to endure such dramatic

3

Anthony Yu uses "Subodhi" in his translation, but the Sanskrit "Subhuti" is a more widely recognized 
version o f  the name. For the purpose o f  clarity, I use the latter except when I quote directly from Yu's 
translation.

I 4
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ups and downs at all in his religious quest? It should be noted at this point that reincarnation 

after loss of heaven is a common motif in Chinese literature. According to this motif, the 

mundane world is a place where an errant immortal works off any human passion, 

supposedly alien to heaven, or pays back a debt generated by his earlier karma, or redeems a 

mistake he has just committed. One notable example is the legendary Dongfang Shuo 

$1. 154 B. C.-93 B. C.), one of Monkey’s prototypes.4 Cao Zhi (WtiL, 192-232), a 

third-century poet, records in his Biandao lun (On Distinguishing the Tao) that the

"Star of the Year (i.e. Jupiter) descended to become Dongfang Shuo” £

(1926:9.5a). But in Han Wudi neizhuan, the star god did not descend to earth in an 

honorable fashion: Laozi exiled him to the “land of filth and odor” (I t  )&.£ ^ )  because, as 

Xiwangmu informs the emperor, he had playfully tampered with lightning, upsetting the 

balance between yin and yang, causing massive damage on earth (Ban Gu 1977:8.6098). 

What is particularly relevant to this study is that the fallen star has obviously undergone 

reincarnation. According to Duyi zhi (Records of the Singular and Strange), the

“Star of the Year disappeared from the sky when [Dongfang Shuo] assumed office under 

Emperor Wu of Han. It did not reappear until he died” (=| A  fi'/Xit'rff, A_h #  M 'F  E . M-K 

ftE/p, M M l (Li Rong 14.1 .juanshang, 20a-21a). If Dongfang Shuo had to die on earth in
4

The motif o f  Dongfang Shuo has obviously contributed to Monkey's composite portrait in addition to those 
of Huineng (SfiE , 638-713), Subhuti and Laozi we discuss in later chapters. In Han Wudi neizhuan 

(The Inner Biography o f  Emperor Wu o f the Han Dynasty), Xiwangmu explains to the emperor: 
Dongfang Shuo "has come three times to steal these peaches" (1977:4.6098). This image of
Dongfang Shuo as a peach-thief has already become part o f  the Monkey story in Da Tang Sanzang qujing 
shihua (The Poetic Tale o f  Procurement o f  Scriptures by Tripitaka o f  the Great Tang,
ca. 1280) in which Tripitaka suffers a rebuff when he urges Monkey to steal a few peaches from Xiwangmu 0  
i E  or the Queen Mother o f the West. Monkey explains to the monk: "The Queen Mother punished me with 
eight hundred strokes from an iron cudgel on my left flank, and three thousand on my right because when I was 
eight hundred years old, I stole ten peaches from her and was caught redhanded" $L

(Yang Jialuo 24). The playwright retains the motif as does the
novelist.
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II

order to return to heaven, it requires no leap of logic to realize that earlier he had had to die 

in heaven so that he could assume life on earth!

Another salient example is the birth story of the Dark Emperor in Beiyou j i

-IbiS? iS (Journey to the North). The story gives an account of how the Jade Emperor Ti'rff 

became so obsessed with a precious tree belonging to Heavenly Lord Liu one of his

subjects, that he blurted out a yearning to "be a member o f that family" so that he could 

"obtain the use of the treasure." This disclosure may appear to us to be a mere slip of 

tongue, but his ministers felt called upon to immediately urge him to be reincarnated, for 

"Sages must not speak so rashly" (Gary Seaman 1987:45). Hence the birth of the Dark 

Emperor, the incarnation of one of the Jade Emperor’s three souls. The same motif is also
j

manifest in Li Ruzhen’s c. 1763-1830) Jinghua yuan (Flowers in the

Mirror) in which a hundred flower goddesses are ordered to seek rebirth as mortal women 

for having allowed the flowers to bloom out of season upon Empress Wu of Tang’s 

outrageous command (1990, chapters 5-6). The stone in Honglou meng (A Dream

of Red Mansions) likewise has to redeem his error in the human world when he becomes 

attracted to life there (Cao Xueqin 1982:2).5

Monkey’s fall from heavenly grace obviously belongs to this motif: he has to undergo 

reincarnation as a punishment for a transgression. But I think it derives its specific 

significance from the philosophy Zhang Boduan (3 ^ (0 ^ , 984-1082) formulated in his 

Wuzhen pian (Treatise on Awakening to Perfection). A major Taoist thinker in the

Sun Xun TLiiL' discusses how reincarnation forms a structural and thematic framework in Chinese fiction 
(1977:4.69-77). This structure is present in Xiyou j i  if  we recognize Monkey’s death and reincarnation.
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history of ideas, Zhang distinguished himself for his critique of the traditional Taoist 

conception of the gold elixir. Like the Quanzhen Taoists who were to flourish

behind him, Zhang Boduan believed that the quest for the gold elixir should consist of two 

steps. But unlike them,6 the process he set forth starts with the cultivation of the elixir itself, 

followed by the realization of the buddha-nature Zhang had come to believe that the

traditional art of the elixir could only transform one’s body, but not one’s mundane mind; 

this polluted mind was not compatible to the immortal body, and alien to heaven; hence the 

need for further effort at the realization of buddha-nature.

This revised Taoist theory is primarily manifest in Monkey’s name. It is highly 

significant that Monkey’s master is Subhuti, a Taoist immortal with an unmistakable 

Buddhist heritage. He names Monkey “Sun Wu-k’ung” fjvfq 5?. Apparently the given name 

"Wu-k’ung” or “wake to vacuity” suggests the medium towards the realization of 

buddha-nature while "Sun,” the family name, refers to the Taoist art of elixir, as the

6

For a detailed discussion on the distinction, see chapters 13 and 14 o f  Ren Jiyu ff-lL'S, 1990:489-545, and 
chapter 6.4 o f  Li Yangzheng, 1989:173. For a translation o f  Zhang Boduan’s Wuzhen pian, see Tenney L. 
Davis and Chao Yun-tsung, 1939, Thomas Cleary, 1987 and Livia Kohn, 1993:313-320.

7

The "buddha-nature" Zhang Boduan had in mind is obviously a Chan (Zen) conception. Basically it refers 
to the potential human nature which the Chan Buddhists believed forever remains in its original pristine 
state. But the majority o f  people cling erroneously to the false misconceptions o f  this world generated by their 
minds so that they do not realize they have this potential. According to the Chan Buddhists, everyone can 
instantly become a buddha once he or she removes these misconceptions. In their own way, the Taoists had 
stressed the importance o f  detaching oneself from the world as part o f  the elixir practice, but it was not very 
well developed as a theory, much less incorporated as an indispensable part o f the elixir. Zhang initiated a vital 
change when he reformulated the Taoist emphasis in terms o f  the Chan conception o f  the buddha-nature, and 
made it part o f the elixir. For helpful discussions on the Chan conception o f  buddha-nature, see Fung Yu-lan, 
1953; Mitsuji Fukunaga, 1969:9-45; Whalen Lai, 1982:135-149; Leon Hurvitz, 1983:35-47: Jan YUn-hua, 
1981:467-477, 1986:21-36 and 1989:37-58; Sallie B. King, 1984:255-267, 1989:151-170 and 1990; Eugene 
Eoyang, 1985:51-65; Han Ki-doo, 1987-88:22-29; Lai Yonghai W K M ,  1988:179-200 and Liu Ming-wood, 
1989:1-36.

*
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immortal explains to his disciple at the end of chapter 1. Monkey’s ascent to heaven attests 

to his successful realization of his family name. But his life in heaven only witnesses 

ever-growing ambitions, a potent sign of an active mind worthy only of life on earth, for he 

has so far lived up only to the meaning of his family name. That he is unable to hold down 

the symbolic position of pi-ma-wen or superintendent o f the celestial stable is strong

evidence that he fails to control the “horse o f will.” Seen in this context, Monkey’s loss of 

heaven is a graphic representation of Zhang Boduan’s critique of the traditional Taoist 

conception of the elixir. To put it differently, the author makes an example out of Monkey 

in the first seven chapters. He tries to show to the world how the art of the elixir by itself is 

insufficient, leaving as it does the mundane mind intact. Tripitaka and his fellow travelers
I

have to start all over again exactly where he has left off, but not as Buddhists, as they might 

appear to be on the surface, but as the manifestations of a Taoist arduously seeking to realize 

both the elixir and the buddha-nature. By making them a success, the author demonstrates 

that only the combination of elixir and buddha-nature is the true ticket to immortal life.

It is from Monkey’s death and reincarnation that Tripitaka’s birth derives meaning. To 

put it differently, the monk is the monkey reincarnate. He is the body and the buddha-nature 

in its unrealized and unenlightened state. This naturally follows that there are three 

Monkeys: the old stone monkey, the previous existence of the pilgrims; the pilgrims, the 

collective reincarnation of the stone monkey and, above all, Monkey who carries over the 

stone monkey’s name, visage and Taoist prowess. For the convenience of discussion, we do 

not distinguish between these Monkeys until chapter 5, and we regard the Buddhist monkey 

and the Taoist rebel as one person under the unified name of “Monkey.” Beginning with

i 8
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chapter 5, "Monkey” will be a name reserved exclusively for the Buddhist pilgrim while the 

Taoist rebel is to be identified either as “the stone monkey” or the “old Monkey.” Since we 

will return to this point later, let us suffice it to say here that the monk depends entirely on 

Monkey’s Taoist prowess to subdue the demons in a very symbolic sense. Each time 

Monkey liberates him from a demon, he wakes the monk to vacuity, bringing the master one 

step closer to the revelation of his buddha-nature. In other words, Monkey not only carries 

over the stone monkey’s name, but he is that very name in action. It is likewise from the 

stone monkey’s rebirth as Tripitaka that Pa-chieh, Sha Monk, the white horse and the 

demons draw purpose and significance. More importantly, the function they each perform in 

this life is determined by the specific crime they each committed in the previous existence 

that has conspired to bring down their predecessor's death. In this sense, the entire novel is 

the tale of a single character, the birth and rebirth of the stone monkey, and what was 

originally the Tripitaka legend has become essentially the Monkey legend.

The conflation of elixir and buddha-nature in Zhang Boduan's thought underscores a 

unified religious vision that I believe explains the seeming irrelevancy with regard to the 

numerous evocations of Buddhism and Taoism in Xiyou ji. Buddhism may be crucial to this 

study, but it is considered as an essential part of Zhang Boduan’s Taoist theology that 

incorporated Chan thought. The issue of religious syncretism involved will be further 

addressed in chapter 3. It should be stressed at this point that the distinction between Zhang 

Boduan and the Quanzhen Taoists has so far been overlooked in Xiyou j i  criticism. The

Taoist exegetes such as Wang Xiangxu tEI^JlS,8 Chen Shibin and Liu Yiming (#J

8

Wang Xiangxu's exact dates are not clear. His commentary edition was published in 1663. He also 
published Liizu quanshu a  in 1662. Critics also agree that the Xiyou j i  he edited was the basis o f  other
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— 1734-1821) tended to make no such distinction at all in their writing. But this is a 

distinction of supreme importance: the order in which the stone monkey makes two 

disparate quests, and the way Tripitaka starts his journey, conforms to Zhang Boduan's 

conception of perfection rather than that of the Quanzhen Taoists. Upon closer inspection, 

the two-part structure of Xiyou j i  appears much too imitative of Zhang's model to be 

accidental. Nor does Liu Ts'un-yan make a distinction between Zhang and Quanzhen 

Taoism, but then his emphasis is on the general impact o f Quanzhen Taoism on Xiyou ji. 

While I agree with his analysis, I would like to further point out that Zhang Boduan's 

theology is the religious framework within which all evocations of Buddhism and Taoism 

fall into place.
i
t

Is IVfonkey An Ape Or A Religious Practitioner?

The turbulent career of dramatic vicissitudes Monkey has traversed is intended 

primarily to body forth Zhang Boduan's unified religious vision. And this vision further 

holds the key to the arch Taoist’s omnipresence in the novel that gives meaning to all other 

characters. Such a reading requires that we see him in a new light. I have departed from a 

major theme of recent Monkey criticism which attempts to uncover Monkey’s origins by 

linking him to various other monkey figures in literary, religious and mythological writing. 

For instance, Lu Xun (fj-jfi, 1881-1936) traced him back to Wuzhiqi a monkey-like

Qing dynasty editions by critics such as Chen Shibin and Liu Yiming. Cf. Li Shiren 1991:165-166,
Huang Yongnian 1993:31-32 and David Rolston. 1997:76. While Wang Xiangxu, Chen Shibin had all
read the novel in the context o f the elixir, they did not try to make a distinction between Zhang Boduan and the 
Quanzhen Taoists.

9

We do not know the exact dates o f  Chen's birth and death. But his Xiyou zhenquan (The True
Message o f  The Journey to the West) contains a preface he wrote himself dated 1694.

10
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animal in Guyuedu jing  )!f S  (The Ancient Classic of Mountains and Rivers).10 In

contrast to Lu Xun’s demon of indigenous origins, Hu Shi 1891-1962) championed 

Hanuman Up SXS of The Ramayana a mythical Indian monkey of heroic

dimensions in his own right, as Monkey’s dominant prototype.11 The more recent tendency 

of critics is to theorize that Monkey is not derived from any one single source, but from a 

variety o f different ones combined.12

These studies are all useful in themselves. And I agree in particular with the view that 

there are more than one monkey images in Monkey’s portraiture. Nevertheless these studies 

reveal a weakness. As Zhang Jing’er rightly concludes, they make little effort to elucidate 

the significance of the novel.11 For the affinity between Monkey and monkeys they have
iI

established is emphatically external. An entirely different picture begins to emerge, 

however, once we stop seeing Monkey as a monkey, and begin to view him as a religious 

figure embodying a unified religious vision. In Xiyou ji, there is clear evidence that binds 

Monkey more closely to religious figures such as Huineng, Subhuti, Laozi and Devadata $f

10 Lu Xun. 1991:9.85. Glen Dudbridge gives a summary o f  this view (1970:139).

Hu Shi, 1986:54-57. The most powerful support for this view comes from Ji Xianlin 1990:761.
But Wu Xiaoling challenges him rather convincingly (1990:733-44). For a summary o f  the debate, see 
C. T. Hsia. 1968:130-34; Glen Dudbridge, chapters 8-11; Zhang Jing’er, 1984:49-94 and Li Shiren 
1991:26-55.

12
Yuan Ke i&fnf proposes that both Hu Shi and Lu Xun are right (1990:765-67); Zhang Jinchi and Li 

Angang both trace Monkey to monkey images in the Taoist and Buddhist traditions (1988.6:216 and 
1993.1:217-20).

13
Zhang Jing’er has pointed out incisively that the studies concerning Monkey's origins have all focused 

merely on what is external to the novel without making much o f a contribution to our understanding o f  the 
novel itself (1984:52).
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than to apes. The spiritual dimensions o f these religious figures provide entirely 

new insights into the nature of Monkey's religious practice as well as his transgression that 

eventually leads to his expulsion from heaven.

Literary Criticism vs. The Exclusive Taoist Exegetic Tradition 

The issues this study intends to resolve, and the kind of conclusion it draws, 

undoubtedly places it in the critical lineage of the seventeenth-century editors Wang 

Xiangxu, Chen Shibin, the eighteenth-century Taoist writer Liu Yiming #J—-B/j and the 

modem scholars such as Liu Ts'un-yan $ |T # £  and Anthony Yu &[!!$$. Before I make 

clear where I stand in relation to these writers, I need to distinguish literary criticism from 

the Taoist exegeses of a purely religious and highly exclusive nature.

By "exclusive" I refer to the kind of enlightened readership the Taoist critics must have 

had in mind. Surely credit must be given to Wang Xiangxu, Chen Shibin and Liu Yiming 

for recognizing the Taoist nature o f Xiyou ji. For instance, Wang Xiangxu clearly indicates 

his Taoist allegiances in the title he gives of the novel-ATyow zhengdao shu (A

Book of The Journey to the West to Realize the Tao). "To realize the Tao" is the objective 

of the journey, as he further explains while making an observation on chapter 1: "People 

only know that this is a 'chronicle of deliverance from ordeal,' but not that it is a 'book that 

realizes the Tao.' What kind of Tao would it realize if there is no deliverance from ordeal? 

But why would one value 'deliverance from ordeal’ at all if it does not realize the Tao?" (0,

k m m m ,

(Huang Yongnian 1993:4).14 Here he tries to decide which is the end and which is

14 The novelist also refers to the novel as Xiyou shi'e zhuan (A Chronicle o f Deliverance from
the Ordeals) in the poem that opens chapter I. Cf. Yu 1977:1.65 and Wu 1973:1.
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the means to that end. “Deliverance from ordeal” is a Buddhist phrase which refers to 

liberation from the demons or spiritual pollution. By contrast, realizing the Tao refers to the 

ultimate objective of Taoist cultivation. According to Wang, realizing the Tao involves 

"deliverance from ordeal," but the value of such deliverance lies exactly in realizing the Tao.

The problem is that his exegesis was conceived to appeal to the initiated 

few-sophisticated religious practitioners. In other words, the leading Taoist critic basically 

regarded Xiyou j i  as a religious treatise. This decided that it was not his objective to 

elucidate Xiyou j i  by way of the "gold elixir;" on the contrary, it was to elucidate the "gold 

elixir" by way of Xiyou ji.

Wang's commentary on the "dharma boat" f-jcUn in chapter 22 suffices as an example. 

When Guanyin (Kuan-yin) hands over "a little red gourd," the bodhisattva instructs 

Moksa X ,  her disciple, to tell Sha Monk to "string together those nine skulls of his and 

arrange them according to the position of the Nine Palaces. Put this gourd in the center, and 

you will have a dharma vessel ready to ferry the T'ang monk across the boundary formed by 

the Flowing-sand River" ft!i W A  A , 'M E i*  $1 P lz fe .  =! 4 ',

(Yu 1977:441 and Wu 1973:303). Wang rendered 

the text more difficult than it already was to the general reading public when he observed: 

"One marks the production of water, while nine the completion of metal; one plus nine is ten 

which marks the completion of earth"-^f|7jC .£41A ~ 'A A yfyA ,

Z. f&M (Huang Yongnian 1993:194).

What are we to make of this commentary? The whole thing does not make much 

sense unless we are familiar with the general theory of the "gold elixir" with its several

r
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layers o f symbolism. One layer consists of the theory of the five phases in relation with 

certain fixed numbers, first recorded perhaps in Shangshu |aj4§ (The Book of Documents) of 

the early Zhou period (11th century B. C.-256 B. C.): "The heavenly one marks the 

production o f water; the earthly two marks the production of fire; the heavenly three marks 

the production of wood; the earthly four marks the production of metal, and the heavenly 

five marks the production of earth. Hence these are all numbers for production. The earthly 

six marks the completion of water, the heavenly seven marks the completion of fire, the 

earthly eight marks the completion o f wood, the heavenly nine marks the completion of 

metal, and the earthly ten marks the completion of earth. Hence these are all numbers for 

completion" 7c— fife— 7cH£; f c ,  ftfeO^fe^, 7 c I l £ ± ,  Jltfl&ffcitL. ftfe/C/ft

- 7 c i t f e A ® * ,  7cfUft&, ftfe+*$±, (Qtd in Yang Li 1989:139).

The five phases in association with the numbers is used exclusively to describe 

evolution, as Zhang Jiebin 1562-1639) explains: "Water is the originator of ten

thousand creatures, hence its number is one. Yin and yang must be divided when evolution 

actually begins. Now that there is yang the heavenly water, there has to be yin the earthly 

fire. Hence fire is the next, and its number is two. When yin and yang interact, something is 

bound to occur. Water nourishes wood-which is then the next to come. Hence its number 

is three. Whenever there is birth there is also destruction. Heat produces metal. Metal is 

thus the next to appear. Its number is four. Then at heavenly five earth occurs, and earthly 

ten marks its completion” 5t. iSSt̂ K̂SC—, ItlfeE JS- ‘jZ'ftlHfB. tS c f i l i—Z  10

mtti-Zffl'k, 8m z ,  itMir. iMBScf, -mut, m-ikZ, s

L_ V
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mî L. i%mz, mmm. &+$

.£... (1974:189.12b-13a). The process of evolution begins with water, and ends with earth.15

The second layer is that o f the so-called “hetu” ?nJ[H or "River Chart." According to 

Yijing UthS (The Book of Changes), "From the [Yellow] River emerges the Chart while 

from the Luo [River] emerges the Script" Mit}©, (Shang Binghe 1979:302). The

same event is recorded in Shangshu in greater detail: "The Chart from the River [refers to] 

the eight trigrams. When Fuxi became king, a dragon horse emerged from the River. He 

drew the eight trigrams in imitation of the pattern on its body. Hence the name" wT®, A # ;

M J K i m i l i  A i h  (Qtd in Yang Li 1989:78).16 While

the Chart seems to be the origins for the eight trigrams, it gains greater significance for its 

association with the five phases. According to Leijingfuyi (A Comment on The

Classic of Related Subjects) by Zhang Jiebin, "When Fuxi became king, a dragon horse 

carried the Chart to the River. It has numbers: one and six on the bottom, two and seven on 

top, three and eight on the left, four and nine on the right, five and ten in the center. Fuxi 

copied it to invent the eight trigrams" A UTF, A

- t J g _ t ,H A J g £ ,  K iU g tf ,  m m z ,  I M A #  (1974:191.la-lb).

15

The epithets o f  "heavenly" and "earthly" represent yin and yang. They come from Yijing: "Heaven is one, 
earth is two; heaven is three, earth is four; heaven is five, earth is six; heaven is seven, earth is eight; heaven is 
nine, earth is ten" E - i l k —; E H itk O ; E E itk A , E-fcitkA; ETUtk't* (Shang Binghe 1979:300).

16

The same story also occurs in Wuxingzhi E f r ^  (Monograph on the Five Phases) o f  Honshu (A 
History o f  the Han Dynasty): "Fuxi became king, mandated by heaven. He was given the River Chart and 
drew in imitation. Hence the Eight Trigrams" f;£3IR£!E[fn E , A fH ltk . (Ban Gu
1970:1315). For a general introduction to the “River Chart,” see Michael Saso, 17 (1978):399-416.

15
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What the Chart (see figure below) adds to the five phases is thus the directions: water 

(1 & 6 )  is north, fire (2 & 7) is south, wood (3 & 8) is east, metal (4 & 9) is west, and earth 

(5 & 10) is the center.

N

The third layer is that of the "gold elixir" itself. For what calls Wang Xiangxu's

attention is certainly not the five phases and the River Chart, but the theory of the gold elixir

that synthesizes all the above-the five phases and the River Chart--in a conglomerate o f

mixed metaphors. The following poem by Zhang Boduan is the most representative:

Three, five, one: it is all three words;/Those who understand are rare in all times.
Three in the east, two in the south, together makes five; one in the north and four in 

the west are the same.
Earth in its own abode has the production number five./ When the three meet, they 

form an infant.
The infant is one, containing true energy;/in ten months the fetus is complete, and 

enters the spiritual foundation (Thomas Cleary 1987:52).
h s h r h i^, i i m e ,
(Xue Daoguang 1977:4.2845).

According to Xue Daoguan (fi ĵlLyfc 1078-1191), "three, five, one" ought to be read as "three 

fives that produce one" {Ibid.). One set o f five consists of wood (3) and fire (2). Wood in 

the east produces fire in the south. The second set is that of metal (4) and water (1). Metal
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in the west produces water in the north. The third is earth in the center whose number is 

five. The whole business of the "gold elixir" is to integrate all three sets of five to produce 

one-the gold elixir. The three fives are sometimes represented as a man and woman 

married by a Yellow Hag to produce an infant, as a "dragon" jfc fighting a "tiger" 

or as "mercury" ^  compounded with "lead" under true will or faith iC-.gj;.17

The message Wang Xiangxu conveys in his commentary becomes quite simple if we 

tabulate the several layers of symbolism as follows:

Five Phases Metal Water Wood Fire Earth

Production 4 1 3 2 5

Completion 9 6 8 7 10

Direction West North East South Cente

Trigrams EE Dui jnL EE Kan %K EE Zhen H EE Li &

Symbolism Metal & Water = 5 + Wood & fire = 5 + Earth = 5

Symbolism Lead + Mercury + Faith

Symbolism Tiger + Dragon + Faith

Symbolism Woman + Man + Yellow Hag

What this table tells us is that the Taoists often utilize a highly complicated network of 

symbols and numbers to hint at the notion of "gold elixir" in terms of alchemy, creation and

17

For a general discussion o f  these metaphors, see Hans Van Guiik, 19 6 1:84-85 and 1990:117-118.

17
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procreation.18 Wang Xiangxu shows a keen eye for the "one" gourd and "nine" skulls which 

make a perfect "ten"-the number for the completion of earth. However, it is not the 

numbers that attract him, but what they indicate-that the gold elixir is creauon--a process 

that involves the integration o f all the five elements-not unlike the creation o f the universe. 

Hence his conclusion: "a dharma vessel must correspond to all the five phases. How can 

one otherwise cross the three thousand weak waters?" BP— Stlo*,

(Huang Yongnian 1993:194).

It is chiefly the same network of esoteric symbolism that comprises Chen Shibin's 

vocabulary, but his commentary makes even heavier reading owing to his fondness for the 

sixty-four hexagrams 7\ hIZ9$K One good example is Chen’s comment on Nata ffjpT; who 

combats Monkey in chapter 4 in one of the most dramatic of battle scenes of X'vou ji. When 

the Taoist rebel shows no signs of weakness after a few uouis, the celestial general becomes 

impatient; he transforms himself into a "fearsome person having three heads and six arms" 

(Yu 1977:128). But Monkey follows suit and eventually gets the upper hand. Here we 

witness great imagination at work when Chen sees the hexagram of Qian f t  ( ^ ) ,  the 

symbol for "heaven," in the three heads which the two combatants each assume: "Nata 

transforms first; hence he represents the three bottom lines of Qian. The Great Sage follows, 

and represents the three top lines. When yang arrives at its apex, [the top line] must 

transform [into yin] and become the bottom line to destroy the vitality of yang"

18
Because the symbols involved are so difficult, even the Taoists find them hard to follow. Hence the 

tradition o f  "oral instructions” from a realized master. Cf. chapter 3 o f  this study.

18
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mtzTz±. -kmfc, vmm.
(1968:45).19

No less dramatic is his commentary on chapter 5 where Monkey flees heaven after he 

has succumbed to the aromas of wine and the temptation o f Laozi’s prized elixirs. "The men 

of the world fail to see the subtle message intended by the book," Chen observes. "They all 

think that Wu-K'ung escapes from heaven after he has broken the rules of heaven. They fail 

to realize that it is exactly to follow the mind of heaven that the Great Sage 'withdraws.' Up 

to heaven and down to the mountain-heaven over mountain is [the hexagram of] 

'Withdrawal'"

tL  ± ^ fT F L ilH ^ l l j j®  (Wu 1968:57).-°

Admittedly Wang and Chen were both insightful with an unusually keen eye for detail, 

that is, if we get the hang of their criticisms. But then this is exactly where they also fail the 

modem reader: they refused to set out the principles behind their critical theories, for the 

familiarity of the reader with the "gold elixir" was taken for granted. It was exactly the same 

assumption about an enlightened reader-more likely a religious practitioner than a student 

of literature even during their own times-that found explicit formulation in Liu Yiming's 

Xiyou yuanzhi dufa (How to Read The Original Intent of The Journey to the

West). What plainly gives away his idea of an elite readership is a warning sign he posted

19

The hexagram o f Qian ( i s i )  consists o f  two trigrams o f  Qian ( = ) .  It is the symbol for yang at its most 
strong, bordering on transforming into its opposite-yin. When yin sets in, the bottom line is the first to change, 
and the lower trigram becomes Xun ft (EE). Nata is therefore the one that has been marred by the onset o f yin.

20

The hexagram o f Dun ( s s )  or "withdrawal," consists o f  Qian ( = )  for heaven at the top and Gen 1-4 (EE) 
for mountain at the bottom. Monkey assumes office in heaven, and now comes back down to the mountain 
home. Hence Chen's proposition.

19
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II

throughout the Dufa—"Only he who knows this can read The Journey to the West" (Anthony 

Yu 1990:301) ~h'hf?f i j f - -qui t e  apart from his otherwise genuinely perceptive

guidelines. If we take this limited readership into account, the title could perhaps be more 

appropriately construed as Who to Read).

No less do I strive to construct a Taoist reading of the novel, but it is my intention to 

speak more informatively and cogently to the reader o f today who may or may not have been 

exposed to the intricacies of the "gold elixir" or those of Buddhism for that matter. I follow 

the models set by Liu Ts’un-yan and Anthony Yu. They both promote a Taoist reading, but 

their intentions are not to convey an obscured religious message. They clarify a point from 

the perspective of literary criticism. Surely Liu is not the first critic to suggest the existence 

of a pinghua ^ \ f \  or protonovel version of the Tripitaka story between the Yuan play and 

the Ming novel, but he distinguishes himself by arguing convincingly for the Taoist nature of 

such a work in his Quanzhen jiao he xiaoshuo Xiyou j i  (Quanzhen

Taoism and the Novel Xiyou ji). Anthony Yu calls for a Taoist intepretation, though he does 

not see it as the only option. In "Introduction" to his English translation o f Xiyou ji, he 

reminds his reader of "how extensively the themes and rhetoric of Taoism appear in every 

part of the work" (1977:1.36-37). He further suggests elsewhere that Xiyou j i  can be read at 

three levels, one of which is "as an allegory of philosophical and alchemical self-cultivation" 

(1983:216).

In this study, I hope to take a step further from their studies. Not only do I argue for 

the Taoist nature of Xiyou ji, but I try to define in particular a very specific type of Taoism 

underlying the novel; moreover, I try to prove how this particular religious vision provides a

i
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new light in which we may read the characters differently. No doubt an inquiry of such a 

nature could range widely and wildly to include reference to any number of outside sources, 

but Xiyou j i  is no longer treated as something irrelevant in itself--a treatise on things arcane 

and beyond the text itself. Instead, it is regarded as a religious allegory in which events, 

characters and setting are clearly intended to bear some kind of significance that has been 

open to interpretation. As a critical strategy, I would like to treat the Xiyou j i  as a 

playground-an "echo chamber" of a sort-in which the Buddhist and Taoist forces are given 

full play so that they bear upon Monkey's theological significance—Monkey per se and 

Monkey as saints and demons.-1 The numerous excursions beyond the text thus all 

contribute to a keen and focused definition of this single issue.

A Note on the Authorship of Xiyou j i

No author was named for the Shidetang or the earliest extant edition of Xiyou

j i  which was published in 1592. Chen Yuanzhi who wrote a preface to this edition,

admitted that he had no idea who had written the work (cf. Liu Yinbai 1990:555-557). In 

the seventeenth century, Wang Xiangxu published his Guben Xiyou zhendaoshu

(The Original Book of the Journey to the West to Realize the Tao) and attributed the 

authorship to Qiu Chuji (fc^hf/L, 1148-1227), perhaps the most influential Taoist patriarch 

of the Yuan period, in a preface supposedly written by Yu Ji 1272-1348)." Chen

21
The term "echo chamber" is first developed by John Hollander in The Figure o f  Echo: A Mode o f  Allusion 

in Milton and After (Berkeley: University o f  California Press, 1981). It is most fully explored by Richard B. 
Hays in Echoes o f  Scripture in the Letters o f  Paul (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989). Timothy K. 
Beal gives a brief summary o f  the kind o f  intertextual relationship the term represents: it "expresses the 
intertextual character o f  all writing while maintaining... a sense o f  closure (walls) around the text's structure” 
(1992:21).

22 For the theories o f  a fake preface, see Li Shiren, 1991:7 and Huang Yongnian, 1993:29.
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Shibin and Liu Yiming both accepted Wang's ascription without a question. Chen kept a 

running commentary on the Xiyou j i  text with avowed intent to salvage Qiu Chuji’s true 

message with regard to the gold elixir which he believed had been misrepresented by earlier 

annotators (cf. Wu 1968:8). The feeling that Qiu Chuji's true message need be salvaged was 

also the motivation of Liu Yiming's commentary. But while Chen Shibin faulted his 

predecessors, Liu tried to raise the quality of whoever read Xiyou ji. He stressed the 

elaborate preparations required of the reader before he even began to tackle the book. The 

general consensus of today is that Wang had mistaken the novel with another work entitled 

Changchun zhenren xiyou j i  (The Realized Man of Eternal Spring's

Journey to the West). This was an account given by Li Zhichang 1193-1256), one
i

of Qiu Chuji’s disciples, of his master’s westward trip at the invitation of Genghis Khan.

in i 923, Hu Sni attributed the authorship to Wu Cheng’en c. 1500-1582)

based on evidence proposed by Wu Yujin (fciEfH, 1698-1773 ).23 According to Wu, a book 

entitled Xiyou j i  was listed under Wu Cheng’en in the Yiwen zhi £,'%'& (Monograph on 

Arts and Literature) section of Huai anfu zhi (Gazetteer of Huai'an Prefecture)

compiled during the Tianqi period Tclp (1621-27); moreover, theie were expressions 

peculiar only to the Huai'an local dialect in Xiyou j i  (cf. Liu Yinbai 1990:5-9). Since Hu 

Shi’s article, Wu Cheng’en’s authorship has been widely accepted. But not by everyone. 

Although Anthony Yu favors Wu Cheng’en’s authorship, he gives a detailed summary of the 

objections made by Tanaka Iwaoand Glen Dudbridge (cf. Yu 1977.1:17-18). More recently, 

Zhang Peihuan (fcintH refutes Wu Cheng’en’s authorship on the ground that the Xiyou j i

23

1986:61-66.

i 22
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listed under Wu was classified under “geography” in the Qianqingtang shumu ^ 1 $  [=1,

a book catalogue compiled during the seventeenth century; he also points to evidence in 

Xiyou j i  of other than Huai’an dialects (1983.4). Andrew Plaks raises his own doubts after 

making a very through examination of what he calls “a set of circumstantial argument” that 

forms the basis of Wu Cheng’en’s attribution (1987:188-89). Huang Yongnian voices 

similar objections. According to him, the Shidetang edition cannot possibly have been the 

earliest edition of Xiyou ji; that honor should be given to a Luwangfu o f Shandong edition ill 

^  which appeared at the start of Jiajing period (1522-1566). He argues

that by this time Wu Cheng’en could only have been in his early twenties and could not have 

possessed the sophistication to write the Xiyou j i  (1993:19-30).

Like these critics. I am hardly convinced that Wu Cheng’en was the author of Xiyou ji. 

but for a different reason. Aside from this novel, the only other works attributed to him 

consist of poems and prose collected in Sheyang xiansheng cungao (Extant

Works of Master Sheyang),24 and a preface to a group of stories, now lost, entitled Yuding 

zhi (Tales of Emperor Yu’s Tripods).25 In these works, I see little evidence of the

innovative spirit, the religious fervor and, above all, the kind of familiarity with Buddhism 

and Taoism that we witness in Xiyou ji. Nor do I believe for a minute that Qiu Chuji was the 

author. For lack of an alternative, I am forced to use “author” or “novelist” when I have to 

mention whoever wrote the book.

24

Cf. Wu Cheng’en, 1975.

25

Ibid., 62.

23
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In its analysis of Monkey, this study is divided into three parts: the first establishes 

some basic contexts by which this study may be understood; the second explores theological 

dimensions of Monkey's Taoist initiation in chapters 1 and 2 o f Xiyou ji; and the third 

investigates the pilgrims and demons in relation to Monkey. The purpose of the first part, 

which contains chapters 1 and 2, is to provide an overview of the issue of religion in Xiyou j i  

criticism. Whereas chapter 1 considers the place of this study in relation to Xiyou j i  criticism 

in the Taoist tradition, chapter 2 explores the writing-brush motif in Chinese literary 

criticism. The issue of the individual talent vs. tradition inherent in the motif contains highly 

intertextual implications, and it is my objective to turn them into the cornerstone of this 

study. Chapters 3 ,4  and 3 constitute the second part. Chapter 3 provides a detailed scrutiny 

of how Monkey holds the key to a unified theology. Here I depart from the norm in Monkey 

criticism. I regard Monkey as far more human man animal, a Taoist practitioner with a 

clearly defined agenda rather than a creature hanging on to religion in an ambiguous fashion. 

Chapter 4 follows it up by revealing the significance of Monkey's religious deviation and 

subsequent death and reincarnation in the context of that theology while chapter 5 considers 

the coincidence of the Taoist rebel's untimely death and Tripitaka's timely birth in 

connection with the motif of Buddhist robes-the hallmark of enlightenment in the tradition 

of Chan Buddhists.

In chapter 6 we move on to Pa-chieh’s symbolism, and consider why the monkey 

lore-so visible in the Yuan play-has been replaced by the pig lore in the novel. The pig’s 

symbolism is further considered in chapter 7 in association with the theme of sexuality and 

male chastity. On the basis of the earlier chapters, chapter 8 investigates the significance of
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the white horse and Sha Monk in the context o f the Buddhist motifs o f "six boats and three 

vehicle" 7v£f In chapter 9 we define the nature of demonology in relation to Monkey: 

a great part of the demons are merely Monkey's seamy side externalized. However, there are 

obvious exceptions, but these are the exceptions that prove the same rule, and nevertheless 

have to be understood only in relation to Monkey. As concluding remarks, we return in 

chapter 10 to the issue of the individual talent vs. tradition raised in chapter 2. The earlier 

chapters confirm with definitive evidence that Monkey is the key connection between Xiyou 

j i  and Chinese scriptural tradition: he acts out a very specific Taoist theology, and 

everything else revolves around this central figure. Here we take up the affinity of Xiyou ji  

to Chinese scriptural tradition from the novelist’s perspective: how he demonstrates both a 

strict adherence to, and creative manipulation of, tradition.

25
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CHAPTER 2

A TAOIST READING VIS-A-VIS THE BUDDHIST READING 

In chapter I, we carefully defined where this endeavor departs from the Taoist critical 

tradition it presumes to carry on in the study of Xiyou ji. In this chapter, we hope to test this 

approach further against the critical assumptions underlying the powerful Buddhist critical 

tradition.1 The comparison is important, for it enables us to better understand why the issue 

we set out to resolve is more literary than religious. At this point it should be stressed that a 

Taoist reading does not necessarily mean a discounting of the supreme importance of the 

Buddhist themes and motifs. On the contrary, it does much to acknowledge the remarkable 

vitality the Tripitaka legend has demonstrated through its reincarnation in Shihua, the Yuan

i

We are dealing with Buddhist criticism in this chapter, and have dealt with Taoist criticism in the last.
One may probably ask: what about Confucianism? Has it not been a major critical tradition besides these two? 
It may appear so, but only superficially. Like the other two traditions, Confiician criticism before this century 
was basically an exercise to relate the text o f  the novel with the Confiician writings, not so much to explicate 
the significance o f  the novel as for its Confiician significance. Zhang Shushen 1748), for instance,
indicates that Xiyou j i  is but a footnote on Daxue (The Great Learning), a major Confiician work: 
the Chinese for "journey," is a corruption on or learning while "H ” or west is a corruption on " k "  or 
great (1990:578). But unlike the Taoist and Buddhist critical traditions, Confiician criticism tends to discuss 
terms and phrases from Xiyou j i  in focused isolation, willfully fading out the context in which they occur.

Let us conceive o f  the novel as an elaborate and extended metaphor consisting o f  a tenor and a vehicle.
One may be somewhat justified to make a case for either Taoism or Buddhism: for there is the vehicle-the 
innumerable Taoist and Buddhist symbols, poems, terminologies, and holy and unholy figures, especially the 
five main characters--the pilgrims and the horse. Now where is such a vehicle for Confucianism? Certainly 
there is Tripitaka in chapter 9 who avenges his parents like a true filial son-but this is as close as any character 
comes to embodying a Confiician vision!

This is a weakness modem Confucian criticism has yet to overcome. For instance, Andrew Plaks reads the 
novel in the context o f  the Neo-Confiician "philosophy o f  the mind" represented by Lu Jiuyuan (Pitr/l
ilfl, 1139-93) and Wang Yangming (jEPBBfl, 1472-1529). But his criticism concentrates narrowly on a set o f  
terms from the novel all related to "mind"--"calming the mind" t-L ', "quieting the mind" "ordering the 
mind" Vp«il\ "subduing the mind" and so forth (1987:261). According to him, only in this Neo-Confiician 
system do "the various sets o f  terms used by the three schools show the greatest degree o f compatibility" 
(1987:241). True, the Neo-Confucianists borrowed extensively from the Buddhist notion o f  the mind, but we 
cannot explain why the novelist interspersed the text with numerous references to the Taoist elixir which the 
Neo-Confucianists did not borrow. Moreover, why is it that no Confucian myth or Confucian figures appear in 
the novel? I doubt that any system o f philosophy can claim full representation on the strength o f  a few phrases 
not necessarily its own. In this sense. Andrew Plaks has wrested the phrases violently from their natural 
environment, and placed them in a context extraneous to Xiyou ji.
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play Xiyou j i  zaju (A Play Concerning The Journey to the West), and a pinghua

protonovel version critics all agree to have existed before the Ming novel, the ne plus 

ultra of the Tripitaka tradition.2 By means of Tripitaka, the novelist cultivated an adherence 

to many of the Buddhist themes and motifs known to the earlier versions of the legend.

Most noticeably, a shift of emphasis occurs from Taoism to Buddhism when Tripitaka starts 

out on what seems a Buddhist pilgrimage that sustains the action o f the novel from chapter 

13 through chapter 100. Actually the shift begins to take place much earlier in chapter 7 

where the Buddha puts a swift end to Monkey's quest for the elixir that has obviously gone 

awry.

Yet Monkey, a Taoist in all essentials, constitutes a serious test to a purely Buddhist 

reading of the Tripitaka legend. For one thing, he has displaced his weakling of a master 

with a dazzling display not only of his unequaled Taoist prowess but, more significantly, a 

far superior Buddhist understanding. In this new twist on the legend and its assumptions, the 

novelist introduced a Taoist quest that precedes the Buddhist quest, a development unknown 

to the earlier versions of the Tripitaka legend. The ape's relation to Taoism in these other 

versions is revealed when he frankly confesses in Shihua that he has stolen immortal peaches 

from Xiwangmu, and in the play that he has stolen gold elixirs from Laozi-hence his 

prowess-while trying to steal celestial robes from heaven for a mortal mistress he has also 

stolen. It is exactly from this tenuous Taoist connection that the Taoist quest in the novel

2

For the growth o f  the legend through these literary genres, see Glen Dudbridge, 1970, Anthony Yu,
1977:1-62, and Li Shiren, 1991:26-55. With regard to its religious themes, Liu Ts'un-yan speculates that the 
Tripitaka legend had already become predominantly Taoist in the pinghua version (1985:5.55-62,6.59-64, 
7.85-90,8.85-90 and 9.70-74), but then there is no way for us to ascertain. I therefore stick to the existing 
works--the poetic and dramatic versions and the novel in this study.

c

R e p ro d u c e d  with p erm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r the r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



has evolved and become a highly ornamented story about how Monkey purposively seeks 

elixir-based eternal life, complete with his ascent to the exotic Taoist heaven--the reward for 

his successful Taoist realization-and his subsequent fall from grace, building the positive 

characterization o f the hero only to an abruptly negative anticlimactic point.

Moreover, the Taoist theme does not end even with the start of the Buddhist journey 

after Tripitaka, qualified and motivated by Bodhisattva Guanyin, becomes Monkey's master, 

exercising absolute control over him through the constrictive fillet For instance, the 

Buddhist pilgrims are consistently referred to by labels of a purely Taoist nature, and 

accompanied by numerous Taoist verses, more numerous in number than the Buddhist ones, 

as they wander from episode to episode (cf. Liu Ts'un-yan 1985:7.87, Anthony Yu
II

1977:49-52 and Andrew Plaks 1987:230-32). What is more important-but has always been 

overlooked-is that the completion of the seemingly Buddhist journey depends entirely upon 

Monkey's elixir-induced Taoist prowess-so much so that we should no longer ignore the 

question this evidence all seems to pose: what exactly is the nature o f the journey?

The efflorescence of the Taoist theme has elicited an enormous effusion of critical 

comment but, generally speaking, criticism according to Buddhist views proves insufficient 

to explain where the Taoist themes and motifs stand in relation to the Tripitaka legend. The 

preface You Tong (jcflfil,1618-1704) wrote for Chen Shibin's Xiyou zhenquan 

(The True Message of Xiyou ji)  may suffice as an example. First he admits to the stunned 

fascination with which he has encountered the revelation in Huayan jing ^  (The

Garland Sutra) that the universe in all its splendors exists only in the mind 

S ) . Supposedly he wrote the preface for a Taoist interpretation, yet he paradoxically

( 28
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concluded that Xiyou j i  was merely a study of Huayan jing. But almost immediately he 

began to doubt this conclusion-owing to the presence of Taoism-and had to take refuge in 

vague and cryptic generalizations about religious syncretism (1968:1-2). But what kind of 

syncretism? Syncretism may suggest tolerance and synthesis~the spirit of the intellectual 

climate since the Tang period affecting all three major religions, but it is also common 

knowledge that the crisp delineation between Taoism and Buddhism had not become 

blurred, certainly not to the point o f nonexistence.1 Exactly how does the Buddhist emphasis 

of the Xiyou j i  on buddha-nature interact with the Taoist conception of immortal life, and to 

what end? Or simply what kind of theology is it that informs this work? You Tong leaves 

us in the dark concerning this question.

Modem critics face the same dilemma. But rather than evoke religious syncretism, 

they attribute the Taoist themes and motifs to the novelist's insufficient training in 

Buddhism. In Zhongguo xiaoshuo shilue (A Brief History of Chinese

Fiction), Lu Xun (Tl jfi, 1881-1936) is convinced that the novelist knows little about 

Buddhism after he points reproachfully to the manner in which "Sakyamuni goes hand in 

hand with Laozi, the Old Lord of the Most High and the buddha-nature commingles 

with the Primordial Spirit" tu#  (1991:9.166). This is a most unfortunate comment, for it 

has become the critical consensus of today among scholars who differ dramatically 

otherwise, perhaps in their eagerness to pay homage to the most formidable literary giant in 

modem Chinese literature. For instance, Zheng Zhenduo (^ ^ # ,1 8 9 8 -1 9 5 8 ) expresses the

3

Xu Shuofang { is quite right when he argues that a syncretic approach may have been common to all 
three religions, but the Confiicianists remained Confucian, the Taoists Taoist and the Buddhists Buddhist 
(1993.6:100).
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same view in Xiyou j i  deyanhua (The Evolution of the Xiyou ji). He

believes that such mingling of ideas has resulted from the novelist's ignorance about 

Buddhism (1973:274). Similarly, Yao Zheng argues in Wushu shenhua zongjiao 3* 

(Shamanism, Mythology and Religion) that the religious and shamanistic 

elements were all thrown together at random (1985:123). These views are echoed by Li 

Shiren who maintains in Xiyou j i  lunlue (Brief Discussion of Xiyou ji)  that the

divine figures and religious terminologies were collected by the novelist in a most haphazard 

way, regardless of whether or not they cohere (1991:2).4 Surely critics like Lu Xun are not 

Buddhists, but their insistence upon the novelist's ignorance about Buddhism reveals their 

own convictions about the Buddhist nature o f the Xiyou ji. Theirs may be called a literary 

criticism that seeks only to read the Xiyou j i  in the context of Buddhist philosophy and 

theology.

The cause o f this critical dilemma is twofold. On the one hand, Buddhism has an 

innate weakness that prevents it from providing a proper and accurate religious context for 

Xiyou j i  criticism: there is not yet a Buddhist theology that has incorporated the Taoist 

conception of the elixir. Accordingly, the Taoist motifs would necessarily seem extraneous 

to the Tripitaka legend which Buddhist criticism regards as intrinsically complete and______
4

The critical dilemma is also manifest when critics maintain silence about Taoism. One such example is 
Zheng Mingli's Gudianxiaoshuoyishuxintan  (A New Inquiry About the Art o f
Classic Fiction) which chooses to ignore the Taoist themes and motifs altogether (1987:5-166). Another 
example is “Buddhist Allegory in the Journey to the West" by Francisca Cho Bantly (1989:512-24). Still 
others propose the so-called "double-theme theory" 1 am speaking o f  the climate o f  criticism which
has made it common to interpret the Xiyou j i  as a political allegory. The critic who has treated the subject in 
virtually definitive terms is Zhang Tianyi 6.1906) who finds it difficult to reconcile the theme o f  the
first seven chapters with that o f the others. In the first seven chapters, Monkey is exemplified, he suggests, as a 
rebel who rises against the ruling class, hut in the rest o f  the novel he betrays his own cause and turns against 
his fellow rebels. According to this theory, the novelist sings praises o f the Taoist demons only to put them 
down again. See Zhang Tianyi, 1957:4-5. For a helpful discussion on this theme, see Wu Shengxi I l f ,  
1989:40-47.
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self-sufficient. By contrast, Taoism at least appears much more open-minded and much less 

exclusive, for the Buddhist conception of the buddha-nature has remained central to its 

conception o f the elixir ever since the later part o f the Tang period. It is in this sense that 

Taoism would almost certainly prove the more logical religious context than Buddhism in 

Xiyou j i  criticism.

More important is the fact that Xiyou j i  criticism has not found a basic critical theory 

that can accurately explain the use of religion in a literary work. To argue purely from faith, 

or from the perspective of a particular faith, only weakens whatever point one makes, for it 

tends to narrow the field of our vision. Although the central concern is with religion, the 

issue we set out to resolve can be purely literary. From the perspective of literary creation,
I
f

we can easily reduce the debate to a question o f the novelist's creative use and reuse of 

tradition. Certainly the Taoist motifs would not appear extraneous in the context of a theory 

that views the Tripitaka legend as a literary tradition open to interpretation rather than a 

self-contained belief system, a veritable tool the novelist employed in his literary creation. 

Surely the first thing we would ail do with a particular tool is find out what the craftsman 

has accomplished with it and to what end, rather than fault him for employing an old tool in 

an unfamiliar way. Similarly, it is not how the novelist ought to have used the Tripitaka 

legend-according to our views-but to describe how he actually has used it, and to what 

intent, that should focus our critical attention. Such a critical theory would necessarily 

recognize interaction rather than mutual rejection of equally legitimate parts of a literary 

work. This is exactly where the Buddhist perspective breaks down. It is a fact that the 

critical consensus about the novelist’s ignorance represents a recent critical stance displaced
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from the religious bent of pre-modem critics in the direction of a secular and more critical 

approach in the modem sense o f literary criticism. But it is also a fact that they still regard 

the Tripitaka legend as a purely Buddhist phenomenon, that they believe that it should have 

remained so, and that they think Taoism was a  bad mistake the novelist committed. By 

implication the text is not unified thematically. With all due respect, this way of thinking is 

still more religious than critical. Nor did Taoism make a better critical theory. As I pointed 

out in chapter 1, the Taoist critics did not have the general reading public in view, despite 

the fact that the open-mindedness o f that particular religion ought to have provided a better 

critical context than Buddhism. The cause again may be attributed to that fact that the critics 

were writing from faith. We cannot make a breakthrough in Xiyou j i  criticism unless there is 

a critical theory that does not prejudge the text on the basis of faith or preconception. What I 

have in mind is a commonly accepted literary theory to create an open-minded critical 

environment in which we regard religion as a literary phenomenon, be it Taoism or 

Buddhism.

Is there then a critical model for approaching this issue that stresses the novelist's 

creative use of tradition, in the sense that he not only relies on tradition, but he manipulates 

it towards bodying forth a message of his own? I think such an alternative does exist in the 

theories T. S. Eliot and Harold Bloom have formulated. For T. S. Eliot, the greatness of the 

poet depends not only upon how much, but also how well, he resorts to tradition. "No poet, 

no artist of any art, has his meaning alone," T. S. Eliot informs us in Tradition and 

Individual Talent. "His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to 

the dead poets and artists." With this view in mind, "we shall often find that not only the
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best, but the most individual parts of his work may be those in which the dead poets, his 

ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously" (1932:4).

To write then is to rewrite. But to write in the best of tradition is an art that requires 

"the historical sense," as he further points out. What he means is an awareness o f the past 

that "compels a man to write not merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a 

feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the 

literature of his own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous 

order" (Ibid.). To write, of course, is to rewrite, but to thus rewrite means to infuse one's 

work with the vitality of the whole of Western literature.

It seems that the better the poet opens himself to his predecessors, the greater he is as a
I

poet. For instance, this is the yardstick with which T. S. Eliot sets Dante apart from Blake.

In William Blake, he first deplores the English poet's lack of "a framework of accepted and 

traditional ideas which would have prevented him from indulging in a philosophy of his 

own" (Ibid. 279). He then compares him to Dante with these concluding remarks: "The 

concentration resulting from a framework of mythology and theology and philosophy is one 

of the reasons why Dante is a classic, and Blake only a poet of genius" (Ibid. 280). 

Accordingly, the business of the critic, as these observations clearly indicate, is to gauge the 

depth of the poet's "historical sense," or to find out how successfully he subjects himself to 

tradition.

The sexual metaphor Jorge Luis Borges employs expresses similar views with regard 

to literary creation from a different angle. "All men in the vertiginous moment o f coitus," he 

asserts in Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius, "are the same man. All men who repeat a line from
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Shakespeare are William Shakespeare" (1962:12). He enforces this point by asking the 

rhetorical question in A New Refutation o f  Time : "Do not the fervent readers who surrender 

themselves to Shakespeare become, literally, Shakespeare?" (Ibid. 224) To evoke tradition is 

to become identified with tradition, a state not unlike T. S. Eliot's idea of the poet in whose 

work the dead vigorously assert their immortality. But whereas T. S. Eliot emphasizes "a 

framework o f mythology and theology and philosophy" the poet carefully constructs for 

himself, Borges assumes that the writer identifies with tradition because human experience 

that forms the basis for all literary- creation is largely the same. Sexually speaking, the "same 

man" all men become plainly stands for the transcendent and ultimate experience of 

masculinity sexuality is capable o f bringing out in all men.5 At that intense, and almost 

religious, moment of participation all become one because the same sensations overwhelm 

all other differences. Likewise, Shakespeare is intimately responsive to the deepest feelings 

of all the active and engaged participant in him, for he has simply verbalized in a unique way 

what is common to all of us. Tan Qiao a Taoist of the Five Dynasties period 

(907-960), expresses a similar idea in Hua shu ft,4$ (A Treatise on Transformation). He 

cleverly evokes the image of mirrors to express the universal nature of Tao: "One mirror is 

used to reflect the object while others are used to reflect the reflections. Mirrors shine upon 

mirrors so that reflections pass on to reflections"

5

The metaphor Borges uses to indicate masculinity has been used before him to indicate universal 
femininity. For instance, in Plutarch's Moralia, a woman virtuously resorts to the same rhetoric when a certain 
Philip tries to lay hands on her against her will: "Let go: every woman is the same when the lamp is taken 
away" (1993:294). The theme also occurs in The Book o f  the Thousand Nights and a Night where a wazir's 
wife sets out ninety dishes o f different colors in honor o f  the king who tries to seduce her. While the number is 
many, the taste o f them, however, is one. Her pungent remarks sound familiar: "in thy palace are ninety 
concubines o f  various colors, but their taste is one" (Richard Burton 1962:2160).
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(39.31391).6 The individual talent may be likened to the reflections from individual 

mirrors, but tradition, like the Tao, is universally reflected.

Harold Bloom formulates the issue with regard to use and reuse of tradition in yet 

another way. In The Anxiety o f  Influence, he represents literary creation as a struggle 

between the poet and tradition: "Poetic history, in this book's argument, is held to be 

indistinguishable from poetic influence, since strong poets make that history by misreading 

one another, so as to clear imaginative space for themselves" (1973:5). Like T. S. Eliot and 

Jorge Luis Borges, he recognizes tradition as an essential part of literary creation, but it is 

not a need for tradition, but a need to consciously escape from it, that characterizes the 

relationship between the poet and tradition. Nevertheless, his idea of mutiny predicates 

upon indebtedness to tradition: the poet has to follow the precursor poem up to a certain 

point before he swerves away from it in the direction that the new poem moves (1973:14). 

Thus, to T. S. Eliot, the affinity of the poet to tradition is a conscious art the poet should 

master in particular; to Borges, it is the hallmark of basic human experience, but to Bloom, it 

is violence thereby the poet wrests creative space from his predecessors.

The poet may either woo or struggle with tradition, but he is a failure if he allows 

himself to be enslaved by tradition. To T. S. Eliot, the poet opens himself to tradition so that

6

An analogy may also be made to Lord Chesterfield's "chain" o f influence at royal court: "Homer supposes
a chain let down from Jupiter to the earth to connect him with mortals. There is at all Courts a chain which 
connects the prince or the minister with the page o f the back-stairs or the chamber-maid. The king's wife or 
mistress has an influence over him; a lover has an influence over her; the chambermaid or valet-de-chambre has 
an influence over both; and so ad infinitum” (Stanhope 1932:4.1383). The influence originates with "the page 
o f  the back-stairs or the chamber-maid," but it becomes individually different each time it changes hands.

The mirror metaphor Tan Qiao used here probably came from Fazang (& $£, 643-712). According to 
Song Gaosengzhuan TfSiajfaf#, Fazang surrounded an image o f  the Buddha with ten mirrors, one above, one 
below, and one in each o f the eight directions. He then lit a torch so that the image was reflected from mirror to 
mirror (Zang Ning T .2061:732). Cf. Kenneth Ch’en, 1964:317.
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his mind becomes "a receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless feelings, phrases, 

images" until they eventually "combine in peculiar and unexpected ways" (1932:8-9). In 

other words, the poet conforms to tradition only in order to make it his own. For "To 

conform merely would be for the new work not really to conform at all; it would not be new, 

and would therefore not be a work of art" (Ibid. 5). A successful poet is then one who comes 

up with new combinations so that tradition becomes totally individualized. And the function 

the poet performs should be nothing less and nothing more than that of a "catalyst" (Ibid. 7). 

In this context, the new combinations he is concerned with may be read in the context of 

Erasmus, for whom writers must assert their independence, but which they can accomplish 

only by multiplying and fragmenting their models (Judith Worton 1990:4).7 To Erasmus as 

to T. S. Eliot, independence consists of the voices of the dead condensed, crystallized and 

neutralized by other voices. In this same sense, T. S. Eliot's new combinations are also 

rather reminiscent of what Zhang Pan (!Jfc£$, JI. 4th. century) indicates in Yi jijie xu t?  

Ff (Preface to The Collected Exegeses of The Book of Changes) about writers, whom he 

compares to 'oees-"Bees form one flavor by gathering a variety of flavors"

(1967:190). There would not be literary creation at all if  no such combinations occur to set 

him apart from his predecessors. As he puts it well in Philip Massinger, "Immature poets

7

To Plato, individualization is neither something one should cultivate nor something against which one 
should struggle. It is simply the nature o f  art. According to his "bed" metaphor, art is but misrepresentation. 
The original bed exists as Form o f divine artistry. It is then imitated by the carpenter who makes an actual bed. 
The woodwork is in turn imitated by the artist who paints a bed ( 19 4 1 :X, 3 17 -21). There is continuity within 
the "tradition" o f  beds, but each bed is highly individual, as each artist is individual. The difference-in 
perception and execution--may perhaps be explained with a reference to Stanley Fish’s suggestion o f  
"assumptions." According to him, readers disagree as to the meaning o f  a novel "precisely because the text 
appears differently in the light o f  different assumptions" (1989:90) they each bring to the text, and these 
assumptions change with the changing "interpretive conditions" (1989:106).

,  H
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imitate; mature poets steal" (/6/V/.182).8 Imitation betrays its sources while theft is a  subtle 

art that makes an original out of what the poet steals.9

Independence in this sense is precisely the view underlying Harold Bloom's "anxiety of 

influence." The "anxiety" he describes begins with the premise that tradition threatens to 

swamp the poet unless he follows tradition only to escape from it. But what T. S. Eliot 

terms a "new combination" he calls "a creative correction": "Poetic influence-when it 

involves two strong, authentic poets,-always proceeds by a misreading of the prior poet, an 

act of creative correction that is actually and necessarily a misinterpretation" (1973:30). 

Plainly the cause of "anxiety" that plagues the poet is about his own identity rather than 

"poetic influence." The latter is a positive thing, for it occurs only after the poet accurately 

follows his precursor's poem up to a certain point before he swerves from it in a "corrective 

movement" (Ibid  14).

8

This theft motif is plainly manifest in Harold Bloom's "the return o f  the dead" theme: the later poet's 
achievement "makes it seem to us, not as though the precursor were writing it, but as though the later poet 
himself had written the precursor's characteristic work" (1973:16). To Roland Barthes, any text is but "a new 
tissue o f  past citations... o f  unconscious or automatic quotations, given without quotation-marks" ( 19 8 1:39).

Theft as a literary activity may also be understood in the larger context wherein the basic form o f earthly 
existence consists purely o f  theft. In Huangdi Yinfu jin g  (The Yellow Emperor's Scripture o f  Dark
Signs) one reads: "It is from heaven and earth that ten thousand creatures steal; from the ten thousand creatures 
that man steals, and from man that ten thousand creatures steal" 7 f $ ) h Z $ i ,  A TH ^Ii& tlL
(Li Quan 4:2472). Tan Qiao's idea is an echo: "Heaven and earth gave birth to man by stealing from the 
supreme emptiness" A it!li£:A l3IW £A  (39:31394). What Timon explains to the bandits in Shakespeare's The 
Life o f  Timon o f  Athens is an apt footnote on the Chinese observations: "The sun’s a thief, and with his great 
attraction/Robs the vast sea. The moon's a arrant thief,/And her pale fire she snatches from the sun./The sea's a 
thief, whose liquid surge resolves/The moon into salt tears. The earth's thief,/!hat feeds and breeds by a 
composture stol'n /From gen'ral excrement. Each thing's a thief./The laws, your curb and whip, in their rough 
power/Has unchecked theft... /All that you meet are thieves" (IV. iii. 437-447).

Harold Bloom rewrites T. S. Eliot's expression as "the good poet steals, while the poor poet betrays an 
influence, borrows a voice" (1973:31).
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At this point I would like to call attention to the brush motif in Chinese literary 

criticism that conceptualizes poet and tradition in a strikingly similar way. In its function as 

critical commentary, the brush motif attests to the tremendous impact of tradition on the 

poet; at the same time, however, it exemplifies how the poet keeps his identity intact. 

Consider how Zhong Rong c. 468-518) conjures up the spirit of a dead poet in his 

Shipin i#ppi (Evaluation of Poetry) as the reason behind Jiang Yan's O/X'i®, 444-505) loss of 

talent, thus raising interesting questions about the function of tradition in literary creation:

[Jiang] Yan...dreamed of a handsome man who introduced himself as Guo Pu.
Guo told Jiang: "You’ve kept a brush of mine for many years. And I would 
like to have it back." Jiang searched in his breast [pocket], came out with a 
five-colored brush, and handed it over. From then on, he could not come up with 
anything excellent whenever he wrote poetry £l iPM3£0:

m ." imm\ r-m
^(Y angZ uyu 1982:145-46).

What is relevant here is not that Jiang has lost a brush, and along with it, his talent, but that 

the loss of talent has to be represented by the loss of a brush. Poets may not be deprived of 

talent in such a dramatic way, but since Jiang is, there has to be a symbolic explanation for 

it. As a matter o f fact, what is involved here is certainly not so much the dramatic loss, as 

the dramatic acquisition, of talent when the brush motif is taken as a whole. The point may 

be deduced from other instances of the motif which are eloquent where Jiang's story has 

taken for granted. One is that of Ji Shaoyu ?-?) who rose to lofty heights after a

dream in which Lu Chui (RftH, 470-526) presented him with writing brushes with carved

green holders.10 Another gives an account of how a whiz kid named Li Qiao

10

Li Yanshou 7th century), "Wenxue juan" > 0 ^ #  (Monograph on the Men o f  Letters), Nan shi 1^
£  (A History o f  the Southern Dynasties), 1975:72.1786. Lu Chui told Ji Shaoyu: "I believe these brushes may 
still be o f  some use. Choose from them what is good for youself' (ftW lltX ft^ T ff!, fflPf! What is
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645-715) dreamed of being visited by an unknown divine being, and left with two writing 

brushes. The child was later to come to great literary prominence (Liu Xu 

1975:94.2992-95).

The same motif also finds expression in the story of Liu Deren (>Hj^fZ,l 122-1180), 

the founder of Great Way Taoism or True and Great Way Taoism In Shu

Liu zhenren shi A.’|f (Record of Liu the Realized Man), Song Lian (^ iH , 

1310-1381) attributes Liu Deren's instantaneous enlightenment at least in part to a brush he 

has received:

He woke up one morning to find an old man passing by riding on an ox-drawn cart. 
[The old man] instructed [Liu] in the key concepts from Daode jing, and told him: 
"Think them through and you'll be able to us them to proselytize." [The old man] then 
threw a brush [to him] and left. As a result he became instantly realized in the Taoist 
studies, and gathered a vast number of disciples. —* El fliiS, ffimmm nmz, e l nm?-z. ,nm-pm%.
hkW iftfk  (Qtd. in Chen Bing 1991:526).

Apparently the story evokes the image of Laozi (cf. Chen Bing 1991:526), for the ox-drawn 

cart plainly suggests the customary image in legends associated with the Taoist sage. To 

give Liu the brush as a gift cannot be explained otherwise unless we place it in the context of 

the brush motif. And it is undoubtedly a contributing factor in Liu's enlightenment, though it 

does not seem to take exclusive credit as in the other instances of the motif.

Hardly any instance of the motif exemplifies the dramatic acquisition of talent more 

eloquently than does the anecdote involving Jiang Yan himself and the poet Zhang Xie ( ^  

l-fr. 7-207) in a variation of the Guo Pu story. When Zhang appeared in Jiang's dream, he

implied—that a latecomer has to use the brush o f  his predecessor, and only selectively—is full o f  intertextual 
significance.
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asked for the return of a bale of embroidered silk — rather than the brush. What is 

significant about this version is a detail-unknown to the other version-about Qiu Chi ( EriS, 

463-508), a poet, essayist and politician of a later period. Zhang became very angry when 

Jiang returned only what little remained of the silk. He abruptly turned to Qiu: "Only a few 

feet of it left, and now that it is not much use [to me], I leave it to you" B5E2C#f

ffi, Wilt f t  (Li Yanshou 1975:59.1451)." The story underscores how Qiu had acquired 

talent by accepting Zhang's silk, with the explicit implication that Jiang before him must 

have done the same.

The dramatic vicissitudes of Jiang Yan's literary career are significant for a number of 

reasons. It attests to the fundamental principle underlying the views T. S. Eliot and Harold 

Bloom have expressed, for the implications are only too obvious: the brush that both made 

and broke him suggests the poet's reliance on tradition in his literary creation. Moreover, the 

brush actually suggests the theory Jorge Luis Borges has expressed-that whoever surrenders 

himself to Shakespeare becomes Shakespeare. That Jiang Yan actually participated in his 

predecessors may in fact be confirmed on the factual level. As literary historians all agree, 

Jiang Yan was indeed indebted in a major way to Guo Pu and Zhang Xie: they ranked high 

among the many contemporaries and predecessors whose styles he had assiduously

n

Both this version and the one told by Zhong Rong are recorded in Jiang's official biography in Li 
Yanshou’s Namhi ( 1975:59.14 5 1).

The motif o f silk is also found in the story o f  Ma Rong (^ 1 $ , 79-166), but only in association with 
flowers. According to Li Rong's ( ^ 7 l  ?-?) Duyi zhi Records o f  the Singular and Strange), Ma
dreamed o f  flowers that resembled embroidered silk and he was somehow tempted to eat. When he
woke up, he found himself infinitely enlightened on poetry and prose. Subsequently he himself acquired the 
nickname o f  "Embroidered Pouch" tfc% (juan zhong, 14.1:2b). The relationship o f  the brush to flowers is also 
witnessed by the story o f  Li Bai 701-62). According to Wang Renyu's ( i t I S ,  880-956) Kaiyuan 
Tianbaoyishi (Anecdotes From the Kaiyuan and Tianbao Periods), Li dreamed that the brush he
had been using sprouted flowers. He soon became famous (Juan xia, 3.2:2a-2b).
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cultivated (Cao Daoheng & Shen Yucheng 1991:110-11, and Wang Yunxi & Yang Ming 

1989:261-63). According to Nan Bei chao wenxue shi (A History of

Literature During the Southern and Northern Dynasties) by Cao Daoheng and Shen 

Yucheng Jiang Yan's depiction of scenery Sj’IP: shows traces of Guo Pu, and his

graphic imagery JI? fXXZ. 3  resembles that of Zhang Xie (1991:110-111). Seen in this 

context, the brush may be regarded as a unique symbol for Jiang's interaction with tradition, 

and with literary experience that, according to Borges, unites the latecomer to his 

predecessors. In this sense of intense participation the passing of the brush is a metaphor 

that represents use or reuse of tradition and literary experience. It is in this same sense that 

Jiang Yan participated in the literary experience o f his predecessors the way whoever reads 

Shakespeare becomes Shakespeare. Myth and fact, the two sides to the brush motif, seem to 

diverge only in relatively minor detail as myth mimicks fact to formulate Jiang Yan's 

indebtedness to tradition.

The brush motif may be unique in its central symbol, but it is not the only instances in 

which traditional Chinese criticism regards the poet, in T. S. Eliot's words, as "a receptacle." 

Examples abound showing the tendency of the Chinese mind to attribute individual 

brilliancy to heaven or divine aid, symbols less tangible than the brush but no less apparent 

in their intent as a tribute to tradition in recognition o f its function in literary creation. By far 

the more elaborated metaphor, the brush symbol is simply part of this general effort to 

express something people realized but lacked the modem terms to express. According to 

Shipin, Xie Lingyun (iHfHiiii, 385-433) flatly refused to accept credit for a much-acclaimed 

line of his own creation. "There is divine aid," he insisted. "It is not my own"

L
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ipHli (Yang Zuyu 1982:133).12 He was no less a poet than any of his contemporaries, 

but his humility was truly that o f the heart. For he admitted frankly on a different occasion 

that he was only the second most gifted of all poets. "There are altogether ten bushels of 

talent in the world," he declared. "Cao Zhi alone possesses eight; I possess one. And the 

rest of the world share one" A4%

(Shi changtan, 2.1:2a). It is not merely that talent is divine aid, but that divine aid is not 

evenly distributed, and perhaps never meant to be. There is immense pride, it appears to us, 

in Xie's humility; but then it has nothing to do with his being a better poet, but has 

everything to do with his being better endowed.

12

The image o f  spirit appears both here and in Jiang Yan's anecdote. On the one hand, we can understand it. 
as we do later in this chapter, in the context o f  Harold Bloom's "daemon." On the other, we can understand it 
as a metaphor that represents the powerful effect o f  reading on the reader. As a matter o f  fact, we can prove the 
relation o f  reading to the "ghost" figure in the brush motif. It is an ingrained Chinese belief that the dead do not 
simply disappear; they continue their existence in the writing they leave behind. For instance. Shusun Bao U  
-t'M'j ranks writing in Zuo zhuan (Zuo Qiuming's Commentary on The Spring and Autumn Annals) among 
the three lifetime objectives for a man to accomplish, for it renders one eternal: "The highest accomplishment 
is to establish integrity; the next is to execute feats o f great merit; the next is to commit to writing. They all 
endure through time. This is what 'dying without rotting away' means" (X _h W iM !, I t& W HJh, K -X W i  
a . M XT'I®, This is part o f  a reply which Shuhsun Bao makes to Fan Xuanzi i'fi'aT' who asks
how one could "die without rotting away" (Kong Yingda 35:1 lb -13a).

However, eternal life thus achieved takes the form o f meaning rather than that o f  words. The theme is 
made illustrious especially in the conflict o f  meaning vs. language. In Zhuangzi, the wheelwright Bian ft'Jil 
tells Duke Huan o f Qi ( j f l g ^ ,  r. 685 B. C.-643. B. C.): "What you are reading there is nothing but the chaff 
and dregs o f  the men o f  old" (Watson 1968:152). Lao Dan likewise warns Confucius: "The Six Classics are 
the old worn-out paths o f  the former kings” (Ibid. 166). Naturally these remarks do not suggest the 
bibliophobia o f  the sages, but their attempt to discourage the cult o f  words. It is because o f  meaning that words 
exist. Hence "once you’ve gotten the meaning, you can forget the words" (Ibid. 302). Now it is not how the 
distinction is significant in the history o f  ideas that concerns us here, but how the words have been regarded as 
the physical traces o f  the dead. What is implied is then that meaning is their eternal soul. This view has been a 
prominent motif in Chinese literary thought. For instance, Li Kaixian 1502-1568) gives a summary o f
this view in his Zhonglu xianju j i  "The classics are the body o f  the ancients wherein dwells the
soul. All I need to find is the soul" (1959:593). It is perhaps in
this sense o f  soul that we should understand the daemon or divine figures which bulk so large in the brush 
motif. For Oscar Wilde, too, to influence a person is to give that person one's own soul (Qtd. in Bloom 
1973:6). If the dead exist in writings, reading naturally proves to be the magic incantation for invoking the 
ghosts. Guo Pu or Zhang Xie are simply the souls which Jiang Yan had ferreted out from reading and imitating 
his predecessors. It is certainly in this sense that we can read Du Fu's (tiffr , 712-770) famous 
couplet--"Having read ten thousand volumes/The brush wields itself as i f  by the divine" ®  7f # /  T  31 in
$ (1 9 7 9 :7 4 ).
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Ouyang Xiu (KfcPtlfll, 1007-72) shows the same tendency of the Chinese critics to pay 

tribute to tradition in the form of alien help. When Su Shi ( 3 ) ^ ,  1037-1101) commended to 

him a poem by Wen Tong ( j2C[s], 1018-79), he countered: "This is not Wen's poem. It has 

been in this world all the time. He simply stumbled upon it"

(Qtd. in Qian Zhongshu 1979:3.1206). Lu You (1 # ^ , 1125-1210) seemed to 

subscribe to the same belief. "All writings are heavenly-made," he announced. "A refined 

hand only happens upon them" (1976:1933). The whole theme

may best be summarized quoting from Lu Ji (fifrfJl, 261-303), who knowingly concedes: 

"While the Secret may be held within oneself,/It is none the less beyond one's power to 

sway" (Qtd. in Wang Jingxian 1983:245). Or perhaps quoting from Meister Eckhart who 

thus warns against unwarranted presumption: "Know then, the ideas of these acts are not 

thine own. Lay no claim thereto... Thou receivest it temporarily" (1952:1.117).

At the same time, however, the brush motif seems also to imply the other theme 

underlying the theories T. S. Eliot, and Harold Bloom in particular, have formulated-that 

the poet follows tradition only in order to keep alive his own identity. To press only that the 

brush is tradition inevitably raises the question about Jiang Yan's identity. Who is writing?

Is it Jiang who wields the brush, or Guo Pu who wields Jiang by way of the brush? We have 

reasons to believe that it is definitely Jiang who wields the brush. The ergonomics o f the 

brush-a tool designed for easy control-has decisively tipped the scale in favor of Jiang who 

had the current ownership of the tool. Moreover, the way tradition becomes individualized 

in Western literature shows by contrast how the design of the brush-the fact of its being a 

mere tool for external use-can become a matter of prime significance in its symbolism. In
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chapter 13 o f On the Sublime, Longinus represents imitation or emulation o f great poets and 

historians o f the past as catching fire from inspiration, breathing in or impregnation (cf. 

Judith Still 1990:5). The process takes the form of an inner experience as the writer on the 

receiving end is humiliatingly a possessed or feminished figure. But the brush recipients do 

not have to lose their identity in order to gain an identity: the transmission does not occur as 

something spiritual or intimately physical; it has been externalized in the passing of a daily 

companion any literary man can brandish with ease. The benefactors have never tried to 

haunt them: they deliver the tool in a dream only to vanish like a ghost which they are.

Jiang Yan did see Guo Pu or Zhang Xie for a second time, but not before he had long made 

his name. It seems that tradition bears from the very start Jiang Yan's indelible imprint, 

since the transfer of ownership was instant and total, so far as the anecdote is concerned.

The way Jiang Yan came into instant and total possession of the brush testifies to his 

affinity to Harold Bloom's conception o f the "strong poet." And by the same token, Guo Pu 

and Zhang Xie fit nicely Harold Bloom's description o f "daemon." The "strong poet" relies 

entirely upon this "daemon" figure in his literary activity--"an intermediary being, neither 

divine nor human" that "enters into the adept to aid him." By enlisting the daemon, the 

literary adept taps the resources of tradition--"a power in the parent poem that does not 

belong to the parent poem, but to a range of being just beyond that precursor" (1973:15). 

More important is the fact that the brush from his predecessors made Jiang Yan's name. To 

put it differently, the brush and the daemon only helped establish Jiang's identity. We can 

explain the phenomenon in light of Harold Bloom's assertion that the "strong poet" is never 

possessed by his daemon, but becomes that daemon himself (Ibid. 100). Jiang Yan was
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certainly not possessed by his daemons for the simple reason that a tool cannot possess the 

craftsman. It can only be true the other way round-that he virtually possessed the daemons 

by possessing the brush and silk which both symbolize the literary essence of the daemon 

figures. It is exactly in recognition of the fact that Jiang Yan transformed the essence of the 

daemon figures as his own that he took the brush but kept his own identity.

Now what can the critical assumptions as expounded by T. S. Eliot, Harold 

Bloom--and implied by the brush motif-contribute to Xiyou j i  criticism? Purely from the 

perspective of literary creation, the conflation o f Buddhism and Taoism dramatizes the 

novelist's impact as well as dependence upon tradition. And to rethink the novel as an 

example of the novelist's use and reuse of tradition in the sense just outlined can help explain 

why he took ample liberties as we witness with the Tripitaka legend. As a practical strategy, 

however, we suggest that Xiyou j i  conforms to two basic assumptions underlying the 

poet-tradition relationship as T. S. Eliot and Harold Bloom envision it.

On the one hand, the novelist cleverly relied on the Tripitaka legend as a system of 

enriched signification. By the time the novelist wrote the novel, the Tripitaka legend had 

already become a "framework of mythology and theology and philosophy," similar in its 

concentration of signification to the kind that T. S. Eliot believes distinguished Dante from 

Blake. No reader can dispute the profundity of impact that the legend has exerted upon the 

novel, for the novel is but the newest version of the legend. Roughly speaking, the more 

< important of the novelist's debt to the Tripitaka legend is three-fold. First, the main action of

the novel follows the familiar script-Tripitaka's journey to the W est-as do the Shihua and 

the play before it. The presence of the monk alone is sufficient to conjure up the vast
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tradition bearing his name-from a pinghua protonovel version all critics agree to have 

existed to the Yuan play and to the thirteenth-century Shihua, the first rendering of his story 

with any consistency.13

Secondly, the pilgrim group is a further indication of the novelist's indebtedness to the 

Tripitaka legend. Apart from Tripitaka, Monkey, Pa-chieh and Sha Monk are all characters 

in the fourteenth-century theatrical version entitled Xiyou ji. The white horse proves to be an 

exception: it may be part o f the action in the play, but it is not yet a character. Moreover, 

the play is an interlaced chain o f stories of these pilgrims which contains literary and 

religious motifs previously unrelated to Tripitaka, such as the pig lore and the monkey lore. 

As we will indicate, the novelist used these themes and motifs to his best advantage in the 

portrayal of the monkey and the pig. Thirdly, the Tripitaka legend as we witness in the Yuan 

play is full of religious undertones, those of Chan Buddhism in particular. For instance, 

Tripitaka obviously plays a Chan monk when he champions "a direct and instantaneous 

enlightenment" H c f  (Yang Jingxian 1961:647). Apparently the novelist played

up this motif in the novel when he allowed Tripitaka to receive Kin jing  (Heart Sutra) 

in full from a Crow's Nest Zen Master 5j$L$L!lr]j at the start of his journey (Yu 1977:1.393).

On the other, the Taoist motifs may be regarded, from the perspective of literary 

creation, as a second voice that the novelist introduced to maintain his own identity. As T.

S. Eliot argues, true conformity to tradition engenders a new combination. To Harold

13

For the convenience o f discussion, we do not go earlier than the Shihua because ( I) according to Li Shiren, 
the change from Tripitaka's historical joumey to fiction was effected by the story-tellers o f  “fSifF” or stories o f  
secularized religious motifs, during the late Tang, and the Shihua was the true culmination o f  this story-telling 
tradition (1 9 9 1:86). and (2) according to Glen Dudbridge, the Shihua "appears almost without warning. Yet it 
represents already a story-cycle with certain characteristic figures and episodes" (1970:24). Anthony Yu agrees 
(1977:1.6). In other words, it represents perhaps the first milestone in the development o f  the Tripitaka legend.
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Bloom, the poet likewise should follow his precursor only to steer away in the direction the 

new poem moves. Seen in this context, the Taoist themes and motifs constitute a device 

whereby the novelist moved away from his predecessors to produce a new combination. In 

Bloomian terms, this act of steering away constitutes an instance of misprision thereby the 

novelist clears creative space for himself.

We can never emphasize enough the importance o f Chan thought in the author’s 

“misprision." The new combination, which is the novel Xiyou ji, is based primarily upon 

Zhang Boduan’s philosophy. But Chan thought was what paved the way for the introduction 

of this philosophy. The essence of Zhang’s thought was the conflation of the elixir and 

Chan thought. In an effort to incorporate Zhang’s thought, all the novelist had to do was 

tailor Chan thought which he had found in the Yuan play to the Taoist conception of the 

elixir. Ingeniously he accomplished this through Subhuti, a Taoist immortal with a Buddhist 

background, and especially through the name Subhuti gives Monkey. If for nothing else, this 

name alone is sufficient evidence that we should conceive of the two quests Monkey 

makes--as a Taoist and as a pilgrim-constitute a single, unified religious experience. In this 

sense, Chan thought was really at the core of the novelist’s “misprision.” That a monkey 

figure had to replace the saintly monk as the protagonist could not have been avoided if the 

author was to tailor Chan thought to Zhang’s two-stage theology. In the Yuan play, Monkey 

is an ape with strong connections with the Taoist elixir; hence the author could easily 

transform him into an elixir-based Taoist immortal who is at the same time a "monkey of the 

mind." In the same play, Tripitaka is a Chan master all right, but he has little connection
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with Taoism. The novelist had to relegate him, if only out of necessity, to a minor role, a 

symbol related to Monkey's later effort at realizing the buddha-nature.

With such a reading, we can tie up many of the loose ends that have so far shown a 

strong resistance to critical analysis. Chief among these is Monkey--who is he and, indeed, 

what is he? Obviously he is the protagonist, but not in the sense that he makes the Taoist 

quest and then appears on the Buddhist one; he is the protagonist only in the sense that he is 

not only the Taoist who studies with Subhuti, but also the Buddhists who try to realize their 

buddha-nature, and the demons who try to block their efforts. The crux of the matter is to 

understand his religious deviation in light of Zhang’s philosophy. Of course there is another 

catch here—his reincarnation. The symbol o f the Five Phases Mountain holds the key to the 

issue. It is easier to further identify who the pilgrims are, why they undergo reincarnation 

and what they try to achieve, now that we hold all the clues to the same questions concerning 

Monkey.
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CHAPTER 3

A TAOIST THEOLOGY: EXIT APES, ENTER 
HUINENG, SUBHUTI AND LAOZI

A point that emerges from the previous chapters is that a unified religion underlying the 

Xiyou ji  holds the clue to Monkey’s religious practice and his relationship with the other 

characters. The most productive point of departure in the analysis of a unified religion 

would perhaps be a consideration of Monkey <n chapters 1 through 7. The story delineated 

here of his birth, his quest for immortal life and his reincarnation is a new addition unknown 

to the Song period Shihua and the Yuan theatrical representation of Tripitaka's journey to the 

West. Many critics have pointed out that these Taoist chapters provide "a structural model 

for the rest of the book: a mini-quest for salvation complete with many of the motifs later 

developed" (cf. Andrew Plaks 1987:209). This is a tremendous understatement once we 

realize that it is not so much a "model" as the ingenious staging of a new theology. From the 

perspective of literary creation, this story constitutes a new background in which the old 

story of Tripitaka's journey, which starts in chapter 13, is to be "misread," or at least reread.

Monkey is the key to the interpretation of this context. His birth, as the result of a Taoist 

type of immaculate conception, his apprenticeship with Subhuti, his ascent to heaven, his 

rebellion and fall form a narrative sequence of mounting suspense. But from the perspective 

of theological elucidation, his apprenticeship in chapters 1 and 2 is the most important. Here 

Subhuti announces to his newest disciple that he should achieve a double objective-the 

elixir-based immortal body, followed by the realization of his buddha-nature. To put it 

differently, the actual transformation of the Tripitaka legend occurs here when the novelist 

"misreads" the Buddhist motif according to a theology that embraces both the Taoist
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conception o f the elixir and the Buddhist notion of buddha-nature. The importance of 

Monkey’s intended double enlightenment cannot be overemphasized: it determines the 

significance o f the novel's two-part structure, Monkey's double quest and the symbolic 

functions not only Monkey, but all the other characters, both the pilgrims and the demons, 

are to perform.

Before we proceed with Monkey, we should expand a little more on what we mean by 

"Monkey." It should be remarked that there are actually three distinct but closely related 

Monkeys in Xiyou ji, depending on the angle of our vision. Chief of the three is Monkey in 

the first seven chapters who receives revelation of the elixir while seeking elixir-based 

eternal life in order to defeat Yama, the god of death, as the crucial first step towards the 

more spiritual quest for buddha-nature. As we will demonstrate in the following chapters, 

this Monkey is the spiritual sire of all other characters-the pilgrims and their demonic 

adversaries. The second is the "transformed body" jJif£ that tries to get the best of the 

"human mind" A 'll\ the cause of the Taoist rebel’s woes. This is Monkey who joins 

Tripitaka on the journey as contrasted to Subhuti’s disciple in the first seven chapters. The 

cause of the stone monkey's fall is revealed in chapter 7 in a poem: "A monkey's 

transformed body weds the human mind/Mind is a monkey-this, the truth profound"

(Yu 1977:1.168 and Wu 1973:84). In the context o f the Taoist 

theology, the “transformed body” is a body transformed by the Tao, or a body that has 

become one with the Tao, through the cultivation of the elixir. Apparently the author’s idea 

of an immortal should cultivate a “transformed” mind to go with his “transformed body,” for 

the “human mind” is alien to heaven. This is exactly where the stone monkey has failed: he
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did not live up to his first name-"wake to vacuity"--in an effort to eradicate his "human 

mind." Later in the chapter we will discuss further the significance of Monkey’s name; 

suffice it to say at this point that the objective o f the journey is for the pilgrims to finish what 

the stone monkey has failed to accomplish. And this second Monkey is what distinguishes 

the Taoist nature of their adventure. When he joins Tripitaka, it is a symbolic gesture 

whereby the pilgrims acquire the elixir, for this is how they acquire the Taoist arts such as 

the somersault-cloud Iftflzkzc and the seventy-two transformations that the stone

monkey previously acquired through the cultivation of the elixir. The relationship between 

these two Monkeys is tricky. We will indicate later how Monkey on the journey is the 

religion Tripitaka practices, since he is “wake to vacuity” in action.

The third is a collective appellation for both the pilgrims and demons: these characters 

all draw purpose and significance only from the good old Taoist Monkey of the early 

chapters. For they are, as we will prove in the following chapters, merely the varied forms 

of his reincarnation. It is in this sense that Monkey is not only the protagonist, but the 

protagonist should really be regarded as the only character in the Xiyou ji. Monkey's 

evaluation has to begin with the first Monkey: nowhere can we see how far the Buddhist 

themes and motifs are adapted to the Taoist theology revealed to him than when that 

theology is in the actual process o f being revealed.

One perspective we must establish before reading Monkey is his relation to the Chan 

themes. In chapter 2, we briefly noted how the introduction of the Taoist themes in Xiyou j i  

was accompanied noticeably by a deepening of Chan themes. Chan thought plainly acted 

like a catalyst that enabled the transforming of the Tripitaka legend into a Taoist system of
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signification, for by the Ming period it had already become something of a common 

denominator between Taoism and Buddhism. We can clearly trace how Monkey became 

related to Chan as the author made efforts to enhance Chan thought that had already found 

its way into the Tripitaka legend in the Yuan play. And we can believe with confidence that 

the author was also attracted to Chan thought with an eye to externalize what was internal, 

and to present what was spiritual as physical--the necessary adjustments he had to make in 

order to turn his source material into a religious allegory.

The playwright before him had already turned Chan thought into a cornerstone of his 

dramatization. For a reason. In terms of religion, Shihua is a clumsy failure in the execution 

of its major theme--the tests that try Tripitaka’s spiritual perfection1-which the play was 

later to exploit with greater success. The reason for the failure is not to be sought in the 

main theme itself, but in a minor one. Tests o f virtue occur most effectively in situations of 

physical and psychological horror, such as evil, demons, foreboding terrain and so forth 

which are often too great for the less-than-heroic to bear. But this theme in Shihua 

apparently falls short of its goal, owing, I think, mainly to its eagerness to testify to the 

omnipresence of buddha-nature.2 The typical demons Tripitaka encounters are more of a 

nuisance than a serious ordeal; there are a White Tiger Spirit (chap. 6) and an evil dragon

1
There are frequent references to tests o f virtue in Shihua. Cf. Yang Jialuo 1:2, 1:3-4,2:6 and

17:40. The same motif also appears in the Yuan play. For instance, Tripitaka explains how difficult the 
joumey has been to the four saints who take him back to China in Act 6 Scene 23 Chenji

who is one o f  the four, enlightens him: "All the demonic obstructions were illusions conjured up by the 
World-Honored One. Master could have arrived here only because you had a firm determination”

E3!ii|i5C'L'!!S, IkW t#M itt (Yang Jingxian 1961:692). Similarly, that Guanyin insists in 
chapter 99 o f  the novel on altogether eighty-one ordeals represents the same motif.

2

Cf. Li Shiren. 1991:87.
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(chap. 7) which do not remotely live up to our expectations of evil and the demonic, but then 

Monkey, in the guise of a plain-robed scholar is able to take them in stride. Tests

of such a nature are mere trifles when contrasted with the overwhelming plant life, animal 

life, human life and even noble demons which all display a mysterious piety of faith for the 

Buddha.

The problem was deftly resolved in the play where the landscape turned ominously bleak 

and downright demonic. Now it is not in the blissfulness of terrain, but in that of the mind, 

that the buddha-nature is to be sought. The internalization was due largely to the 

introduction of Chan thought, though its effect was first of all theatrical. In Act 6 %

Scene 21 H  F the usually frivolous Monkey is truly awed by a bakery woman who 

cleverly puns on phrases from Jingangjing (The Diamond Sutra), a major scripture

for the Chan Buddhists (cf. Yang Jingxian 1961:687). The largely fictive life of Tripitaka, 

too, is made to witness the ascendancy of Chan thought when he champions "a direct and 

instantaneous enlightenment" (Ibid. 647). However, what most strongly

attests to the presence of Chan thought is the bakery woman's Chan-inspired imperative that 

suffering be transformed into Bodhi.3 It is only in this context of Chan that the demonic in 

the play becomes truly spiritual trial portrayed as physical ordeal. And it implies that the

3

She claims that she is able to "transform the Three Poisons (jfr. 1$, #5 or concupiscence, anger and 
ignorance) into three purified states (7l)c- *E< or discipline, meditation and wisdom), Six Robbers into six 
miraculous powers, and the worldly cares into Bodhi"
(Yang Jingxian 1961:686). Compare her remarks to those in Buddhist writings. For instance, Weimoji suoshuo 
jin g  (Vimalakirti Sutra): "Therefore it should be known that all sufferings are the seeds o f
Tathagata" —t J l ' i i f M ® ( K u m a r a j i v a  T.475:549); Zhi Yi (lalK, 538-597) in Miaofa lianhua
jingxuanyi SL (The Profound Meaning o f  the Lotus Sutra): "To meditate on suffering is Bodhi"

(T. 1716:790) and Huineng in Tanjing f r iS  (The Platform Sutra)--"To seek Bodhi beyond the 
world is to seek horns from a hare" tninjR^L^I (Zongbao T.2008:351). What she indicates is
that good is to come out o f  evil. This explains why the test o f  virtue motif is fully explored in the truly demonic 
world o f  the play but not in the ideal world o f  Shihua.

,  V -
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characters of the play often have a third dimension, a symbolic life out of the theatrical 

existence in which they appear. For instance, it is a deliberately symbolic scene in which 

Tripitaka and Monkey narrowly escape rape while their fellow pilgrims-Pa-chieh and Sha 

Monk-are helplessly overpowered by the sex-crazed femmes fatales of an all-female 

kingdom (Ibid 676-79). Tripitaka tries weakly to resist the seductively aggressive advances 

from the queen; luckily. Weituo or Skanda), a guardian of Buddhism, rushes in a 

timely fashion to his rescue. Monkey teeters on the verge until the constrictive fillet asserts 

itself. The deity and the fillet may both be read as the shining forth of buddha-nature in light 

of the Chan dictum o f full and instantaneous enlightenment.

Predictably, the novelist scarcely needed any prodding to exploit to the full the symbolic
iI
, function Chan thought could provide-to externalize spiritual pollution and inner conflict by

way of the bleak and demon-infested terrain.4 Given as a manifesto at the outset of the 

journey (cf. Yu 1977:1.193-94),5 the Xinjing (Heart Sutra) gives definitive clues to the 

spiritual dimension of the undertaking. But it is only in Monkey that the spiritual dimension 

of the journey story becomes fully clarified. For Monkey is an embodiment of Zhang 

Boduan's theology only because he is also the embodiment of Chan thought in the novel.

4

Andrew Plaks believes that Xiyou j i  "does not unequivocally favor the teachings o f  any particular 
[Buddhist] sect," but he also concedes that the novelist "does provide for a special focus on Ch'an thought and 
imagery" (1987:229-230). In a sense he is right. The novelist does provide a "special focus on Ch’an thought." 
but he does so from the Taoist perspective.

5

Xinjing plays no special role in Shihua (cf. chap. 16, p. 33) as well as the dramatic version (Yang Jingxian 
690) o f  the legend. It is given to Tripitaka merely as part o f  the Buddhist canon he brings home. The fact that, 
in the novel, it is quoted in full at the head o f the journey, and referred to repeatedly, justifies it as the thesis o f  
the pilgrimage.

L_ M
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We treat this issue further later in this chapter; here let us explore how his 

"cloud-somersault" |j]4 -zr is testimony in particular to Chan thought.

"One somersault will carry you," Subhuti assures his new disciple, "a hundred and eight 

thousand miles" (Yu 1977:1.91). The significance of the distance cannot be circumscribed 

by a mere reference to the Yuan play (cf. Yang Jingxian 1961:656) where we witness 

evidence o f its first association with Monkey. According to Huineng, this is the distance to 

Buddha Amitabha's Western Paradise, but he obviously means it in a symbolic sense: "It is 

one hundred and eight thousand in mileage, namely, the ten evils and eight deviations... But 

with the instantaneous enlightenment o f the birthless, it takes the twinkling of an eye to see

it" Bw-KSAffi... mumm, zongbao

T.2008:352).6 Undoubtedly only in this same symbolic sense do the pilgrims travel the exact 

distance to seek scriptures from the Buddha who introduces himself to Monkey in chapter 

7--certainIy not by mistake-as both Sakyamuni and the Amitabha Buddha of the Western 

Paradise. Similarly, the demons they encounter may be regarded as "the ten evils and eight 

deviations" generated by the "monkey o f the mind"7 in the same symbolic sense. In other 

words, they are merely Monkey: the conflict of pilgrims vs. demons externalize Monkey's

6

According to the Buddha in Foshuo Amituo jin g  (The Amitabha Sutra), the Western
Paradise is to the west o f  this world, separated by ten thousand billion Buddhist worlds M JiffiT f+ T f  
(T.366:346). Huineng is certainly not being literal; he tries to indicate a symbolic distance for the mind to 
travel. Huineng's reading belongs to the school o f  thought known as weixin jingtu  or mind-only Pure
Land Buddhism. According to this school, one's own buddha-nature is the Amitabha Buddha ( |j  
and the Western Paradise exists only in the cleansed mind. Huineng's Tanjing and Weimoji suoshuo jin g  both 
express this idea. Cf. Lai Yonghai, 1988:257-265.

7

For a succinct review o f the information on the" monkey o f the mind," see Glen Dudbridge, 1970:105 and 
167-73, and Andrew Plaks, 236 and Note 157.
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spiritual terrain. Accordingly, the somersault, the speedy form of the pilgrimage, represents 

Huineng's conception o f  "instantaneous enlightenment of the birthless," a powerful weapon 

with which Monkey combats the demons.

It is in this context that Monkey's spiritual caliber offers further evidence that the 

novelist has brought into full bloom the seedling ideas of Chan thought he found in the Yuan 

play by borrowing further from Tanjing (The Platform Sutra).8 The Chan aspect of 

Subhuti's revelation-later the motivation of the pilgrims-is embodied primarily through the 

image of Huineng, the sixth patriarch of Chan Buddhism who is, in truth, the very religious 

practitioner in Monkey. Surely his life history-his birth, his hankering after eternal life and 

his ascent--is Taoist, but Monkey is possessed of inner qualities that belong definitively to 

Huineng, in particular the qualities Subhuti seeks to verify before qualifying him for the 

esoteric art of the elixir. In chapter 2, Monkey makes his debut on the religious stage with a 

striking display of his depth of insight. When he announces his intentions to become an 

immortal, Subhuti challenges him in an apparent attempt to gauge his new disciple's spiritual 

caliber: "I cannot teach you because you are somewhat different from other people." 

Monkey may not realize that he is being tested, but he rises to the occasion with a genuine 

clarity of vision: "I have a round head pointing to Heaven, and square feet walking on Earth. 

Similarly, I have nine apertures and four limbs, entrails and cavities. In what way am I

8

Hu Shi has pointed out that the episode o f  transmission in chapters 1 and 2 is modeled upon a similar scene 
between Hongren (5 S S , 602-675) and his disciple Huineng in Tanjing { 1986:67). I fully agree with him, but 
the connection has a greater significance than he has perhaps realized. Although this study starts out where he 
led off, I had actually made the same connection independently.
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different from other people?" EfffiAflKI, MW

t b A f f i  (Yu 1977:1.90 and Wu 1973:2l).9

Monkey's allusion to "nine apertures" anticipates a familiar reference by the Gold Star j& 

M IfeM in chapter 3 where he pleads for mercy on behalf of the godlessly ambitious rebel on 

the ground that "all creatures endowed with the nine apertures can, through exercise, become 

immortals" R W W f f ,  I H M l  (Ibid 1977:1.114 and 1973:42). In chapter 17, Tripitaka 

is baffled by the fact that a bear has become a spirit. Monkey further confirms the notion 

when he tries to dispel the mists of doubt for his master: "All the creatures of this world 

who possess the nine apertures can become immortals through the cultivation o f the Great 

Art" J I f i l l f t l t ,  W n f l U & f r m / M d  1977:1.359 and 1973:235). It

seems then that Monkey starts his religious career by testifying to a much-emphasized notion 

underlying Xiyou j i -  that of universal salvation on the basis of "nine apertures."10 As we see 

later in this discussion, he scores a crucial point with Subhuti with these remarks.

9

The wording is obviously based on these lines from Huainanzi a Taoist work: "The roundness of
head mirrors heaven, and the square feet mirror earth. There are four seasons, five phases, nine luminaries and 
366 days. Hence the four limbs, five organs, nine openings and 366 joints" S&

(Xu Shen 46:37512). On the authority
o f this reference, Monkey argues he is as human as any other being.

Reference to "nine apertures" is a commonplace in the Taoist writing. Zhuangzi mentions "the hundred 
joints, the nine openings, the six organs" that "come together" as the body (Watson 1968:38). Yinfu jin g  

(The Scripture o f  Dark Signs) refers to the "deviation owing to the nine apertures" (Li Quan
1977:4.2469). But as an ingenious conception, Monkey's remarks are probably related with greater relevance 
to what Lao Tan tells Confucius in Zhuangzi: "Therefore those with nine openings in the body are bom 
from the womb; those with eight openings are bom from eggs" (Watson 1968:238-39). It is perhaps in this 
sense that Subhuti singles him out as being different from the rest o f  the crowd in chapter 2. For he is bom 
from a stone egg rather than a womb. If so, his conception o f "nine apertures" represents a bold revision o f  Lao 
Tan's view. For he immediately declares he has no fewer than "nine apertures." But it could be equally true 
that he is taking issue with a literal interpretation o f the egg. Indeed, it would not be preposterous for us to see 
the stone egg as the symbolic womb o f the earth. That may probably explain his "nine apertures."

to

Despite Monkey's insistence on "nine apertures," eternal life is also within reach of some beings with 
decidedly fewer. For instance, Axeltree the Water Earthworm fe iY M , a celestial general, is an earthworm that 
does not possess nine apertures. It seems that the notion o f salvation on the basis o f  "nine apertures" is

i -  V
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Surely the repartee exhibits a theological profundity unexpected in a novice, for the 

combination of sophistication and simplicity suggests the spiritual caliber only of the most 

highly realized Chan masters." But then it is exactly in his being a surprise, a religious 

prodigy, that we see how the novelist intends him to fill Huineng's shoes, though, as we see 

later, for a different purpose. To be more specific, I believe Monkey's inspiration is modeled 

on Huineng's reply to Hongren in Tanjing.'2 When Huineng announces his intentions to 

become a Buddha, Hongren loses no time in challenging him with a poignant reminder of his 

insignificant origins: "You are from the Lingnan area, and a barbarian at that. How can you 

become a Buddha?" (y&M*iltv F& K , But Huineng refuses to be so

easily intimidated. He holds his own with an unparalleled depth of insight: "People may be 

distinguished by north and south, but buddha-nature is not. A barbarian may have a different 

body than the master's, but what difference is there in his buddha-nature?" AJHWP&4L \%

(Zongbao T.2008:348). He is doubtless 

invoking the authority of the Buddhist motto that "ail sentient beings may become a Buddha"

somewhat diluted by perhaps the Chinese folk belief exemplified in the so-called zhiguai .i^tS (chronicles o f  
the marvelous) that all things have a spirit and may therefore all become human or divine. We address this 
issue further in chapter 9.

11
I am referring in particular to Puji's (#?#,./7. 1252) Wudeng huiyuan Il'JT#7C (Five Lamps o f  

Transmission) in which such examples abound.

12
There are several versions o f Tanjing which sometimes differ considerably from each other. The so-called 

Dunhuang xieben recorded by Fahai t£ f§ , one o f Huineng's disciples, is presumably the oldest.
This is the edition that P. B. Yampolsky has translated into English. A second version is called Caoxiyuanben 

said to have been edited by Qisong (3£3i‘, 1007-72), a Song dynasty monk. All references in this 
study are from a third version edited by Zongbao in 1291, known as Liuzu dashi fabao Tanjing /TfiUcffl 

I use it for the simple reason that this has been the most widely accepted one. For English 
translations o f  Tanjing, see Wong Mou-lam, 1930; Chan Wing-tsit, 1963 and Philip Yampolsky, 1967. For 
general studies on Tanjing, see Lai Whalen, 1983:593-623 and 1984:13-24; Steven W. Laycock, 1985:205-211 
and 1989:25-42; Philip Yampolsky, I987:495a-496b; John R. McRae, 1987:227-278; Morten SchlUtter, 
1989:53-114 and Lai Yonghai, 1988.
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by virtue of their common buddha-nature.13 Surely Monkey's unusual insightfulness, and the 

quickness and aplomb with which he rises to the challenge is a reminder of Huineng, but it is 

certainly not a Buddhist belief that he is expressing. As Huineng stresses, it is the 

buddha-nature. the great equalizer, that gives him the potential to become a buddha. But 

what Monkey has in mind is the Taoist conception of eternal life, and for the Taoists it is not 

the buddha-nature, but qi, the vital force, or the Tao, that provides the basis for immortality. 

To be more specific, it is what Subhuti calls "the semen, the vital force and the spirit" f ^ - (  

ffj1 (Wu 1973:20)M that constitute his disciple’s affinity to heaven.

13

This notion is the main topic o f  Daban niepan jin g  (Sutra o f  the Great Decease). T.374 and
375. For a summary o f  Huineng's idea o f  buddha-nature, see Lou Yulie $ 5 ^ .?!j, 1990:84-102. See also Lai 
Yonghai 1988 and Qian Zhongshu 1979:4.1330-31.

14

Cf. Yu 1977:1.88: ''the semen, the breath, and the spirit." The basic idea o f  the "gold elixir" is, in Zhang 
Boduan's own words, "to transform semen into the vital force, to transform the vital force into the spirit, and to 
transform the spirit into emptiness." This is known as "three flowers crystallizing over the top" I'A

1977:40.32192). The same process was expressed earlier by Shi 
Jianwu (fi&U cf,./7.820) in Xishan qunxian huizhen j i  ® li |§ ? f l l l# lf iE  (Records o f  the Immortals Who 
Experience Reality at Western Mountain), 7:5158-5161. Chen Tuan (K;f£, 871-989) incorporated it in his 
Xiantian in (Diagram that Antedates Heaven); cf. Li Yangzheng, 1989:154. See also Zhang Sanfeng 

c. 13th-14th centuries), 1990:10.
While Zhang Boduan and Subhuti both specify three elements--"thc semen, the vital force and the spirit," 

the process is frequently described in the Taoist scriptures with reference to only one o f them-<// H. or the 
"vital force." For instance, Hunranzi concludes in Cuigong ruyoo jingzhujie  (An
Exegesis of Master Cui's Mirror for Compounding Medicine) that "Immortality means the vital force" 
fb, (Hunranzi 1977:4.2688). The notion may probably be traced back to Zhuangzi who claims that "Man's 
life is a coming-together o f  breath" (Watson 1968:235). On strength o f  this force, sentient beings may become 
immortal, much as the buddha-nature is the basis for buddhahood. The "vital force" used in this sense is also 
known as "Tao." Cf. also Chen Bing 1988.1:45-61.

The essence o f the gold elixir is the omnipresence o f  this Tao. Zhuangzi assures Master Dongguo 2K7IH' 
that the Tao is in the ant, in the panic grass, in the tiles and shards, and in the piss and shit (Watson 1968:241). 
Laozi proclaims in Scripture o f  Western Ascension that "The Tao is not only within me, rather, the myriad 
beings all have it" (Kohn 1991:253). In Daomen jingfa xiangcheng cixu i l l  H  ££ ijC IT (The Order o f  
Transmission With Regard to Scripture and Art in the Gate o f the Tao), Pan Shizheng (ffijrpIE, 586-684) 
assures the Tang dynasty Emperor Gaozong (IfiiiTn, r. 649-683) that "All that have form possess the nature o f  
Tao" -  t/JW® ( 1977:41.33129). In Daojiao yishu (The Pivotal Meaning o f  the Taoist
Religion), it is declared that "All sentient beings, as well as beasts, trees and rock, bear witness to the nature o f  
Tao" - t J O T J 3 r S # £ J M : E f t t W i t ‘l£(M engA npai 1977:41.33198).

The Tao enables everything to transform. For instance, Zhuangzi believes that "the foul and rotten may 
turn into the rare and unearthly, and the rare and unearthly may turn into the foul and rotten" because o f  the 
"one breath" (Watson 1968:236). In Huashu (k=B (A Treatise on Transformation), Tan Qiao © f t  stresses in
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Not only is his precocious insightfulness a gift from Huineng, but also his heightened 

power of intuition, prized above everything else in the transmission of Chan. In chapter 2 

Subhuti appears to have been greatly annoyed by his disciple who turns down one by one the 

Taoist arts he has offered to teach: "Moving forward, he hit Wu-k'ung three times on the 

head. Then he folded his arms behind his back and walked inside, closing the main doors 

behind him." But Monkey remains happy in his heart of hearts despite a chorus of berating 

from the stunned fellow disciples. He alone has read the riddle: it tells him to see the 

master by the third watch (hitting three times on the head), and then only through the back 

door (arms folded behind the back and closing the main doors).15 When he indeed acts out 

his intuition, Subhuti is only too pleased, knowing now for a fact that "This fellow is indeed 

an offspring of Heaven and Earth" (Yu 1977:1.87 and Wu

1973:19).

Two probable sources may be suggested for this scene, both related to Huineng, the 

Sixth Patriarch of Chan Buddhism. According to Tanjing, Huineng was pounding grain 

when Hongren came in, "hit on the mortar three times with his stick and then left" (IfUfetitr 

i )• The non-verbal message occurred to the young man as a piece o f intuition.

By the third watch he arrived dutifully at the master's chamber where Hongren passed the 

secret Dharma by way of enlightening him on Jingangjing, behind a raised cassock used to 

protect them from the intrusion of prying eyes (Zongbao T.2008:349). The other source is 

Caoxi dashi biezhuan (An Alternative Biography of the Great Master From

particular that the Tao is the basis for sentient beings to become inanimate, and vice versa (1977:39.31391).

15

Yu 1977:1.86.
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Caoxi)16 in which Huineng hit Shenhui (# # ? , c. 670-762) a few times, seemingly annoyed 

by the insolence of his disciple's clever repartee. But it was to none other than Shenhui that 

he imparted the secret Dharma-in the middle of the night, and with a similar group of dumb 

disciples who had seen nothing but impudence in Shenhui (1971:146.485).

Now that Monkey is very much Huineng reincarnate in terms of his heightened spiritual 

nature, an inevitable question would then be: why does he not experience instantaneous 

Buddhist enlightenment the way Huineng did? In Tanjing, his prototype achieved such 

illumination during the secret meeting with Hongren. Metaphorically Huineng attested to 

this accomplishment when his master offered to row him across the river: "While one is 

lost, it is the master who rows him across. Having awakened, he rows himself across" j^B f̂ 

i In 7 (Zongbao T.2008:349). Surely it is not that Monkey does not undergo the

same kind of spiritual transformation: the fact that he attains buddhahood in the end testifies 

to the depth of his enlightenment. It is merely that the enlightenment he receives is not 

"instantaneous," but then only in the sense, I think, that Subhuti gives first priority to the 

Taoist conception of immortal life. In other words, Huineng's type of enlightenment, while 

properly redrawn as part of Monkey's religious experience, has been postponed until he 

completes the quest for the elixir.

What exactly has prompted the rescheduling? I believe it is the Taoist vision that 

Subhuti imparts to his disciple. Only from this vision-and as part of it--do Monkey's 

Huineng-like endowments draw purpose and significance. Strange as it may sound, Subhuti 

is able to project his influence on his disciple’s spiritual life precisely because he himself is a

16

This biography was, according to Lou Yulie a major source for Tanjing (1990:93).
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Buddhist in origins. Indeed, for a Taoist immortal, Subhuti seems to boast a provocatively 

Buddhist name-provocative because it is plainly part o f  his Taoist identity. Why is it 

important that a Taoist immortal should retain such a name, a forceful reminder of his 

original Buddhist associations? If Huineng has been given resurrection in Monkey's soul of 

souls, why is it not Hongren, but Subhuti, who operates behind the mentor's mask? The 

name and identity may seem an impossible combination, but I think it bears testimony to 

exactly the opposite-to the potency of both his past and present, and to his double identity as 

both a Buddhist and a Taoist, both a Chan master and an elixir-based immortal. The 

synthesis of name and identity leaves little doubt as to a unified religious legacy: his vision 

involves the realization of both elixir and buddha-nature, and any estimation of the novel
II
( must affirm both as two inseparable aspects of one integrity.

What specifically in Subhuti's Buddhist background does his name try to keep alive? 

Moreover, what kind of new significance does it lend to the Monkey story? The name, I 

think, evokes a scriptural tradition in which Subhuti exemplifies the Buddhist spiritual and 

intuitive approximation to "emptiness" (sunyata) in its highest form. The name "Subhuti" 

literally means "birth in emptiness" according to Miaofa lianhua jing wenju tyy&M-fc 

(Textual Commentary on The Lotus Sutra) by Zhi Yi (WiSft, 538-597). As the 

author indicates, the instant Subhuti was bom, the bams, baskets, and all utensils in the 

household became empty; hence the name. The prophetic potency of these signs was later 

fulfilled when "emptiness" became the hallmark of his religious practice (T. 1718:18). For 

instance, the Buddha characterizes Subhuti's practice as emptiness-oriented in Zengyi Ahan 

jing  (Sutra of Grouped Records), for his disciple "enjoys constant meditation on
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emptiness and can differentiate the various shades of its meaning" ?£aE, ftW & S L  

(Sanghadeva T. 125:558). In Foshuo eluohan jude jing '{%. (Sutra of the

Buddha on the Virtues the Arhats Possess), the Buddha commends each of his chief 

disciples for his or her specific strength. He praises Subhuti as "No. 1 in understanding 

emptiness" ^  (T. 126:831). The Buddha reaffirms this appraisal in Wudeng huiyuan

when he reproaches Utapala a nun known for her miraculous powers, for

assuming the shape of the Wheel-turning Sage King (Skt. cakravarti-raja) in order

to get ahead of her seniors to meet him: "While you have seen my physical body, you have 

missed my dharma-body (dharmakaya). But Subhuti has seen my dharma-body while sitting 

there among the rocks"

(1971:138.2a).17 This story has probably inspired Zhiyi’s remarks in Mohe zhiguan l^injik 

(Great Concentration and Insight) that Subhuti is so "comprehensive in his wisdom of 

emptiness" that he is able to "see the Buddha's dharma-body even in a grotto” ffk

T F i t i  (T. 1911:73). In Jingangjing.1* too, it is mainly to Subhuti that the Buddha

elucidates his vision of the fundamentally "empty" nature o f the universe.

As part o f this characterization, Subhuti often remains silent, where language is 

expected, to testify to the limits of language at the level o f his realization. According to

17

The same story is also recorded in ZaAhan jin g  ' f e M (Sutra o f  Miscellaneous Records) where the 
Buddha criticizes Pippalayana one o f  his ten disciples, rather than the nun (Gunabhadra T.99:169) and
in Zengyi Ahan jin g  where he does not reproach anyone (Sanghadeva T. 125:708). Subhuti became related to 
the story perhaps at a much later date, probably not until Chan masters got involved.

is

Huineng's appearance in the novel does much to justify my suspicion that the character Subhuti may also 
have been derived from Tanjing i z i i .  Subhuti may not appear personally in that sutra, but he is the chief 
figure in Jingangjing  through which Hongren reveals the Dharma to Huineng. It is not impossible that Subhuti 
suggested himself to the novelist through this connection as a better choice than Hongren.
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Wudeng huiyuan, the King of the Brahma Heaven sings the praises of Subhuti

who has responded with silence to his questioning about emptiness: "Nothing is said and 

nothing is heard-this is truly saying something about prajna"19 JI

(1971:138.38b). Seng Zhao (fff3& 374-414) corroborates the celestial when he proclaims 

that Subhuti has access to "the path where language is completely abandoned" ffe s ’-£ jjl 

with which he is able to "talk all day about prajna yet claims to have said nothing" 0  

^Jfn^^M (T .1858:156).M

Is it then possible that what recommends Subhuti as Monkey's master is exactly his 

reputation as the epitome of emptiness? There is certainly ample textual support in the novel 

for such a conclusion. In addition to Huineng's spiritual endowment, Subhuti has handed
I!

down an obvious Buddhist inheritance of his own to his disciple in chapter 1 by conferring 

on Monkey a highly suggestive first name "Wu-k'ung" tlT'e: or "wake to vacuity" (Yu 

1977:1.82), undoubtedly after what characterizes Subhuti himself in the Buddhist tradition.*1
19

Prajna refers to “awareness” or “wisdom"'--that penerating quality o f  the mind that comprehends the nature 
o f reality-emptiness. In Chinese it is either transliterated as or translated as and they are often
used synonymously. But there are times when "fiSlr" seems a better choice than "©.S." According to Fayun 
f£zr, the former sounds more profound than the latter (T.213 1:105) despite their common origins in Sanskrit.

20

Cf. also Weimojie suoshuo jing. One o f the scenes in the scripture describes how everyone explicates his 
own view o f  "entering the dharma gate o f  nonduality" (A T 'H & H ). But Vimalakirti remains silent when 
questioned. Manjusri then praises him: "This is wonderful, indeed! There are no words and utterances 
involved. This is truly what we call "entering the dharma gate o f nonduality" ip g \
j U t A 'F —fc&n (Kumarajiva T.475:551).

21
There might have been two other sources for the name. According to Song gaoseng zhuan 

(Biographies of the Highly Realized Monks Composed During the Song) by Zan Ning ( ^ t ,  919-1001), 
Wukong, like Tripitaka, was a historical figure who went to India during the early Tang period (T.2061:722). 
But then the only relevance this monk seems to bear to Monkey is his name, and the rather obscure historical 
journey.

According to Moke huixi )5& by the eleventh-century writer Peng Cheng $2^1, a Buddhist monk by 
the name o f Wukong witnessed the dramatic change o f  an archer: the archer shot a mother gibbon: but he was 
so moved when he saw how the dying mother entrusted her beloved baby to her mate that he vowed never to

i 6 4
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What gives proof of the power and vitality of this bequest is the fact that "emptiness" 

constitutes the core of Monkey's religious being.

Monkey's Taoist realization may be worthy of heaven, but "emptiness" becomes his 

personal theme, especially after he joins Tripitaka. As soon as the ritual of naming him is 

over, chapter I ends on the note of these highly pregnant remarks about the significance of 

his new identity: "When the world was first created, there was no name;/To break the 

stubborn vacuity one needs to wake to vacuity" <4 OK M tffj ? (Yu

1977:1.82 and Wu 1973:14). In chapter 8, the Buddha addresses the issue of "extirpation of 

the wily monkey" by first telling his audience that "The fundamental nature o f all things/Will 

finally come to naught./Equally empty is immateriality" (Yu 1:181). It is not merely by 

accident that the subject of "emptiness" has been brought into relation with the "extirpation 

of the wily monkey" either: the Buddha has just successfully subdued Monkey who is in all 

essentials the embodiment of the "wily monkey" of the mind in the novel. In chapter 35, 

Monkey at his most miraculous is portrayed as "A ray divine fixed on the void" (—,&#;)£ 

M i:  j ?) untrammeled in any way by the "kalpas set by fate" (Yu 1977:2.148 and Wu 

1973:478).

Not that Monkey is the only one that has to live up to his first name; the other Buddhist 

pilgrims--for reasons we explain in the following chapters-have also to fulfill its 

significance. In other words, their symbolic functions can be defined only in relation to him,

the arch-Taoist among the Buddhist pilgrims. For instance, the objective of Tripitaka's

kill again. This monk may be related to a monkey story, but I do not yet see any direct link to the Monkey story 
in the Xiyou j i .  For the Chinese story and an English translation, see Tao Zongyi Shuofu (juan
24, 1963:15) and R. H. Van Gulik, The Gibbon in China: An Essay in Chinese Animal Lore (1967:49-50).

I follow Anthony Yu’s translation o f the name, but “emptiness” is perhaps more direct and more 
meaningful than “vacuity.” Anyway, “emptiness” is more widely used by scholars in discussing and translating 
the Buddhist conception of “j».”
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pilgrimage is revealed in chapter 13 as to "wake to Great Void" j?  (Ibid.

1977:1.282 and 1973:169), plainly a play on the first name of the one disciple who has 

unseated him as the hero of the journey. The pun recurs when the novelist indicates in 

chapter 20 that the motivation of Pa-chieh's pilgrimage is "Keeping a chaste diet to wake to 

the True Void" (Ibid. 1977:1.411 and 1973:268). The wordplay also

occurs in chapter 71 where Huineng's conception of instantaneous enlightenment is evoked 

through Monkey's name as the objective of the entire journey: "If one can wake fully to the 

mystery of emptiness and form, /Who needs to bum and refine cinnabar?" 

f“T ( / A / * / .  1977:3.340 and 1973:975). The name is punned upon yet again when 

the novelist reiterates the goal the pilgrims set out to achieve in a couplet that closes chapter 

95: "Cleansed by the gracious waves they returned to the revealing cause;/Leaving the sea of 

metal they waked to the true void" (Ibid. 1977:4.142 and

1973:1301).

Not only do Tripitaka and his fellow pilgrims have to live up to Monkey's name, but they 

can do so only through Monkey, the one who has achieved the highest form of Taoist 

realization in the earlier chapters. We will explain in later chapters how Monkey, as this 

name in action, actually "wakes" the other pilgrims "to vacuity" on the journey; suffice it to 

say here that he is the one pilgrim with true access to Subhuti's kind of "path where language 

is completely abandoned." For instance, he virtually becomes Subhuti in chapter 93 when he 

uses silence by way of interpreting Xinjing, a Buddhist treatise that sets the tone of 

"emptiness" for the entire journey, to the amazement of his fellow disciples. Tripitaka has to 

explain to Pa-chieh and Sha Monk: "Wu-k'ung's interpretation is made in a speechless
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language. That's true interpretation" V l& H M  (Ibid. 1977:4.295

and 1973:1267). As C. T. Hsia correctly points out, it is Monkey, the most Taoist of them 

all, who is possessed of a "superior understanding" (1968:128-29) in the realm of Buddhist 

realization.

Accordingly, it is definitely not Tripitaka, but Monkey, who is the spiritual leader of the 

entire team. For instance, in chapter 19, the "Crow's Nest Zen M a s t e r " i n f o r m s  

Tripitaka that Monkey is the one to ask about the way to the Buddha's Western Paradise: 

"Just ask that acquaintance of yours;/Well he knows the way to the West" f^fo] JjP-tHiR,

(Ibid. 1977:1.395 and 1977:265). Similarly, Bodhisattva Guanyin honestly believes 

that Monkey is the leader of the group when she questions Monkey in chapter 42:

"Wu-kung. why aren't you leading Master Gold Cicada to the West to seek scriptures?" to

(Ibid. 1977:2.270 and 1973:584). Apparently, 

his leadership is acknowledged by his fellow pilgrims, too. In chapter 80, when Pa-chieh 

starts complaining of the seemingly endless journey, Sha Monk encourages him: "Just 

follow Big Brother" (Ibid. 1977:4.72 and 1973:1100).

At this point, it seems rather clear that the novelist has characterized Monkey in the 

images of both Huineng and Subhuti. His quick-wit and spiritual readiness belong to the 

Sixth Patriarch while the emptiness, as both his benchmark and the objective the pilgrims as 

a group are to achieve, is modeled upon Subhuti. Apparently Monkey's spiritual eminence 

has led to a reversal of roles between master and disciple. The most notable example is the 

way he frequently lectures the monk. In chapter 32, Tripitaka expresses a strong yearning 

for "true leisure." Ironically, it is Monkey-the disciple to all appearances-who assumes the

\ 67

L. y

1 “
R e p ro d u c e d  with p erm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r the r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



role of a spiritual mentor, reassuring his master that there is to be that when "all nidanas will 

cease and all forms will be but emptiness" (Yu 1977:2.99). Again, the disciple sternly 

castigates the master in chapter 43 for constantly forgetting the teachings of Xinjing: "Old 

Master, you have forgotten the one about 'no eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, or mind'...You 

have, in sum, assembled all the Six Robbers together. How could you possibly get to the 

Western Heaven to see the Buddha"

(Ibid. 1977:2.284 and 1973:595).

But the reversal of roles occurs not merely in the sense that the disciple is the master's 

spiritual guardian; it also occurs in the sense that the spiritual eminence has been transferred 

from the master to the disciple. For spiritual eminence belongs to Tripitaka in the Yuan 

play. Compare the above two scenes with this one from Act 6 Scene 21

of the Yuan play. Monkey trifles with a bakery-woman, trying to cajole her into selling him 

a few cakes when the pilgrims arrive at the Mountain o f Flames M l)ill: "Sell me a hundred 

coins worth of cakes first. After I stifle my hunger, I will explain the scripture to you" (fftil

lietx ftl f B u t  the woman is a highly realized, but 

misleadingly simplistic, Buddhist saint. She shows him up by cleverly using the pun on the 

Chinese phrase which can either mean "to stifle the hunger" or "to point at the mind": 

"What were you saying about 'pointing at the mind?' Is it the mind of your past, or the mind 

of your present, or that of the future you were going to point at?"

(Yang Jingxian 1967:687). Her quick wit throws 

Monkey off balance. But by contrast it boosts Tripitaka's image as a realized Buddhist saint 

when he matches her sophistication with his own: "The mind dwells upon nothing. What is
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there to point at?" 'll'ifcfilff:!:. (Ibid.).22 Here Monkey is portrayed as a pathetic

failure, a cheap foil to Tripitaka's spiritual brilliancy.23

I think the function Subhuti performs by keeping his name alive provides an answer to 

the question we have raised earlier: why does not Monkey achieve instantaneous 

enlightenment as Huineng, his prototype, did? With Huineng, it is the high speed, or no 

speed, with which he achieved spiritual maturation that makes him known. He instantly 

plumbed the depths of emptiness when Hongren explained to him that he should "cultivate 

the mind in unconditioned detachment" (Zongbao T.2008:349).24 By

contrast Subhuti is more of an example that illustrates emptiness as the unwavered objective 

of a continued religious life. In this sense, the function Subhuti fulfills by giving Monkey a

22

The woman’s remarks are clearly based upon this comment the Buddha makes to Subhuti in Jingangjing: 
"Subhuti, neither is the mind o f  the past available, nor is the mind o f  the present, nor is the mind o f the future" 
$MSrH, (Kumarajiva T.235:l 11). But the scene itself
replicates an anecdote that involves the Tang dynasty Chan master Deshan Xuanjian (®l!j'iE!£, d. 865). The 
intelligent bakery woman and her repartee remain exactly the same, but Monkey has replaced Deshan as the 
deflated Buddhist monk. For the story o f  Deshan, see Puji, 1971:138.115-116.

Similarly, Tripitaka's response is an echo to a comment the Buddha makes in Jingangjing: "A 
bodhisattva... should cultivate a mind that dwells on nothing" (T.235:111). This
particular comment also plays an important role in Huineng's life. According to Tanjing, Huineng achieved 
instantaneous realization when Hongren came to this comment (T.2008:349).

23

Chen Shibin and Liu Yiming both believe that Tripitaka has already realized his buddha-nature when he 
sets out on the journey. In his commentary on chapter 100, Chen Shibin asserts that "Tripitaka has completed 
his transition from the realized buddha-nature to the realization o f  life-store when he finally casts his shell" H  

&^>'l4ifffM$T(Wu 1968:1015). To this comment Liu Yiming echoes: "The remaining 
ninety-three chapters proceed from nature to life-store and return from nonactivity to activity" (Yu 1990:310). 
But Tripitaka's lack of spiritual eminence constitutes an inevitable denial o f  these claims.

24

As we have indicated, this comment is derived from Jingangjing, but the phrasing has been altered a little. 
Differences have resulted. The line from Jingangjing  advertises the philosophy o f  prajna which 
identifies the buddha-nature as pure emptiness while this altered line advertises the philosophy o f  Daban 
niepan jin g  and Huayan jin g  which stress the efficacy o f  the buddha-nature. The latter combines in its 
philosophy the notion o f  true emptiness ! £ $  or nonbeing with that o f  non-emptiness or the so-called 
"efficacious being" Cf. Ren Jiyu and Du Jiwen, 1991:75-77 and 128-29.
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name that reminds of himself is to rally his disciple’s spiritual energy towards emptiness 

after his disciple has demonstrated Huineng's intuitive power. In other words, the novelist 

allows Monkey to have the best of both worlds.

We have already made the point that Monkey is cast in the images of Huineng and 

Subhuti only as part of his Taoist profile. Nothing is more clear about the novelist's 

intentions than in his characterization of Subhuti. The significance of Subhuti's name is not 

merely that it keeps alive a Buddhist tradition through Monkey, but that it is part of his own 

Taoist identity. But how do we know that he is a Taoist immortal? Firstly he is a 

spokesman, despite his Buddhist name, for a decisively Taoist tradition that may stretch back 

at least to Wei Boyang's (§£fQ|£l, 107-?) Zhouyi cantongqi (Treatise on The

Book of Changes and Triple Unity) when he plays the typical role of a realized Taoist master 

by urging upon his disciple the supreme importance of "secret formulae”25 from "a perfected
25

This tradition emphasizes the importance o f  oral instructions from a realized immortal. According to Wei 
Boyang, "a sage is the only one that knows" the secrets to immortality 5  (Wumingshi
1977:33.2675). There are numerous examples to the same effect in other Taoist writings. Ge Hong (£&?& 
284-364) in Baopuzi neipian ffift'-TrW i (The Inner Chapters o f  The Book o f  the Master Who Embraces 
Simplicity): "Secret formulas are necessary as instructions for reading the text" tfc, ifwXfH/r;
(1977:46.37705); Laozi in Laojun yinsong j ie  jin g  i i W S  (The Scripture o f  Regulations to Be Chanted 
From the Old Lord): "The supreme way to immortality is passed from one immortal to another in the form o f  a 
formula. It is not to be found in any written form" fc ^ S ilL , (lilS+Bftf, □
( 1977:30:24229); Zhongli Quan in Pomi zhengdao ge  SU&lEiliSfc (A Song to Clarify Confusion and
to Point to the Correct Path): "Do not take a plunge recklessly without meeting an immortal teacher" Tvififlllffli 

(1977:8.5875); Lll Yan (olV i, 798-?) in Lii Chunyang zhenren Qinyuanchun danci M i l ' S #
;FHsI (Verses on the Elixir in the Tune o f Qinyuanchun by the Realized Man LU Chunyang): "Without the 
instructions o f  a teacher, there is no knowing about it" T 'S W a ,  (1977:4.2696), and Zhang Boduan
in Wuzhenpian (Understanding Reality): "If you want to know the orally transmitted teachings and 
penetrate the arcane, this requires careful discussion with the spiritual immortals" (Thomas Cleary 1987:86).

The impact o f  Taoism on Chan Buddhism is generally acknowledged. I rather suspect that all the secrecy 
surrounding the transmission o f  Dharma to Huineng in Tanjing is also an influence from Taoism. In Dafan 
tianwang wenfo ju ey i jin g  (The Scripture of the King o f  the Brahma Heaven Who
Consults the Buddha to Clarify His Doubts), the Buddha picked up a flower and showed it to his audience 
without a word. Mahakasyapa alone smiled in response. The Buddha subsequently entrusted the
Dharma to him (19 7 1:87.326b). In Wudeng huiyuan, Bodhidharma d£$l:i£/*£,/7. 470-516) asked his 
disciples to tell him what they each had learned. He then handed down the Dharma to Huike ( .$ n l, 487-593) 
who had responded to his request by making a mere bow without saying a thing (1971:138.16a). In either case 
the emphasis is on the intuitive grasp o f what cannot be expressed in language. The indebtedness o f  the novel

t
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man."26

As a matter fact, all details in chapters I and 2, where Subhuti holds court, are building 

up towards a festive celebration of his Taoist identity. For instance, the song Subhuti has 

taught the woodcutter Monkey stumbles upon in chapter 1 extols the superior life of a 

Taoist: "Without vainglory or attaint/My life's prolonged in simplicity ./Those I meet,/If not 

immortals, would be Taoists/Seated quietly to expound the Yellow Court" (Yu 1977:1.77). 

Similarly, the "three hundred and sixty side gates" Subhuti initially offers to

to Tartjing is tremendous, but sometimes it is not very fruitful to distinguish what is Buddhist and what is 
Taoist.

26

In Anthony Yu's version "dark mysteries" (1977:1.87) is the translation for "miaojue" 4j-'iA while the 
"secret formula" (Ibid. 1:88) for "koujue" P  ffe. Obviously they refer to the same tradition o f  oral secrecy. For 
references to the Chinese, see Wu, 1973:19 and 20.

I do not agree with Anthony Yu's translation o f  the Chinese for T ' iS S  A{/f4;KA (Wu 1973:19). As he 
understands it, "M A" refers to a perfect student; hence his rendering o f  the line as "He who imparts dark 
mysteries not to a perfect man" (Yu 1977:1.87). It is true that Wei Boyang stresses that the elixir "should be 
imparted in secret to the worthy/How can it be committed to paper lightly" A'irf f t  i#/ I j A :B
(Wumingshi 1977:33.26752). So does Zhang Boduan emphasize the importance o f  the qualified student. 
According to his Ziyang zhenren houxu %  [*H jT- A  la Jf( Afterword by the Realized Man o f Purple Solarity), he 
had been punished by heaven for revealing the secret to the unworthy. Hence his conclusion: "The art o f  the 
great elixir is extremely simple and extremely easy. Even the stupid and the unworthy can achieve 
instantaneous enlightenment when they obtain and practice the art. As a result heaven holds it secret, and 
forbids its transmission to the wrong man" M ® t t /h A t^ n 'n fi\£ , PI'JiJESitk, H W  A.l£
faMt', A  (1977:4.2890).

But the reference in ATyou j i  has nothing to do with a perfect student. The phrase "M A" means a 
"realized" or "perfected" man in Taoist literature. In Chuang Tzu, for instance: "The Perfect man is godlike. 
Though the great swamps blaze, they cannot bum him; though the great rivers freeze, they cannot chill him; 
though swift lightning splits the hills and howling gales shake the sea, they cannot frighten him" M A # I t !  A

(Watson 1968:46). Similarly, the title is 
reserved exclusively for a realized man in Dongxuan lingbao dingguan jin g  ; [ s ] ( S c r i p t u r e  o f  
Cessation and Insight): "He whose spirit becomes one with the Tao through cultivation is called a perfected 
man" p i l ^ S S  A  (1977:29330). According to Zhang Boduan's Wuzhenpianxu tffJtffJiJ? (Preface to 
Treatise on Awakening to Perfection), Zhang Boduan became so frustrated that he was restless and sleepless 
because "the perfected man has not yet been met, and the oral instructions are hard to come by" M A A i§ ,  □  

(1977:4.2823). In his Ziyang zhenren houxu, he again refers to M A : "Without finding a perfected man 
to obtain oral instructions, one's endeavor will never be completed no matter how hard one beats one’s brains 
[about the text]" g ^ i i S A ,  $ £ P i A ,  & % & $ % # }  (1977:4.2890). In short, " S A ” can
only refer to a "perfected man" by the force o f  tradition. And Subhuti's phrasing is much too close to Zhang 
Boduan's own to be understood otherwise.
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teach his disciple mostly fall under the category of Taoist arts. Monkey’s ascent to heaven 

also confirms Subhuti’s Taoist identity. The pantheon his disciple joins upon leaving him 

represents accurately the orthodox Taoist vision o f heaven.27 Moreover, it is my belief that 

Monkey’s Taoist quest was modeled upon stories in Liu Xiang’s (#Jfo], 77-6 B.C.E) Liexian 

zhuan (Biographies o f Immortals) and Ge Hong's Shenxian zhuan (Biographies o f Divine 

Immortals). A common pattern in these biographies would often include (1) place: where 

the subject is from; (2) motive: why does he or she seek immortal life; (3) art: what 

particular art he or she practices, or sometimes what kind of magic food he or she eats; (4) 

magical prowess: the practice of the art is always followed a display of miraculous power, 

and (5) ascent to heaven, presence in Taoist paradises or mysterious disappearance.28 This 

pattern advertises itself in the first seven chapters in Xiyou ji. The fact that Subhuti plays a 

key role in such a Taoist quest can only confirm his Taoist identity. We should be reminded 

that the Buddhists would not teach the gold elixir, but the Taoists would teach the Buddhist 

theories as part of their own tradition. It is for this reason that Subhuti’s Taoist identity in 

Xiyou j i  has never been challenged over the centuries despite his Buddhist background!

27

The Taoist pantheon in Xiyou j i  differs very little from that o f  the orthodox Taoism such as summarized by 
Li Yangzheng in Daojiao gaishuo, 1989:231-26S. For a helpful discussion on heaven and hell in Chinese 
religion, see Michael Saso, I990:viii, Livia Kohn, 1993:343-350 and the relevant entries in Zong Li and Liu 
Qun, 1987. But Xiyou j i  seemingly made a major concession to popular beliefs by including the Buddha in the 
system, but then it is an addition necessary for representing Zhang Boduan's Taoist theology. For the Buddha is 
the buddha-nature the pilgrims seek to realize.

This pantheon is totally different from the one which Tao Hongjing 456-536) sketched in the
famous Zheniing weiye tu MM  ffr M.lfl (A Scale o f True Spirits Based on Merit). Tao's sketch consists o f  seven 
grades, each grade featuring a main deity and a number o f  minor ones, but then it represents Taoism in its early 
youth. For the purpose o f  comparison, see chapter 10 o f  Tang Yijie, 1988; Li Yangzheng, 1989:98-99; Ren 
Jiyu, 1990:110-98 and especially Xiao Dengfu, 1989:207-224 and 267-334.

28

For some o f these biographies, see Livia Kohn, 1993, Part 4.
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Now that we know for certain that Subhuti is a Taoist, the linking of his disciple’s 

cloud-somersault to the elixir he teaches becomes very significant. As we have noted 

earlier, Huineng uses Pure Land Buddhism's conception of the afterlife journey of the spirit 

to Amitabha's Western Paradise as a metaphor for his symbolic journey of the mind to 

buddhahood. And the author has woven this metaphor into Tripitaka's legendary journey in 

Xiyou ji. The speed with which Monkey is able to cover the symbolic distance suggests that 

his somersault represents the essence of the metaphor-Huineng's dictum of instantaneous 

enlightenment. But it should be pointed out here that it is the elixir that endows him with 

this Buddhist power that enables the pilgrims to "wake to vacuity" on the journey. This is 

rather to confirm our premise that the Buddhist quest the pilgrims are to undertake 

collectively is a continuation of the Taoist quest Monkey undertakes in chapters 1 and 2.

Now only in this Taoist context can we appreciate the particularly Taoist way in which 

Subhuti handles his disciple’s inheritance from Huineng. The chain o f events leading to the 

monkey king’s Taoist initiation is the most illustrative of all. While the reader now knows 

for certain that Monkey's portrait is modeled upon Huineng, Subhuti obviously thinks 

otherwise. True to his Taoist character, he interprets his disciple's heightened spiritual 

strength as literal proof of a Taoist immaculate conception rather than that of buddha-nature. 

Subhuti takes it, as we have already noted, as a sign-a birthmark of a sort-which confirms 

sufficiently to him that "This fellow is indeed an offspring of Heaven and Earth"

(Yu 1977:1.87 and Wu 1973:19). This false attribution is not only crucial 

to the making of the Taoist hero, but also to the adaptation of the Buddhist motifs to Taoism. 

For Huineng is evoked implicitly in Monkey’s image only to draw purpose and significance

73

-  v

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



from the Taoist notion of divine birth such as described by Taishang Laojun kaitian jing  

(Scripture o f How the Highest Venerable Lord Opens the Cosmos). The 

scripture recounts how Laozi, the supreme Taoist deity, creates mankind during the period of 

the "Grand Antecendence” after he has created heaven and earth, and the sun and the 

moon: "Above he took the essence of heaven. Below he took the essence of earth. He 

joined them in the middle and made a spirit called human" ‘t ’N ftl p -

£.E1 K\\L (1977:57.46400-403 and Livia Kohn 1993:37).29

The Xiyou j i  adheres basically to the same creation myth in terms of the divine union that 

produces Monkey, and in the divine signs the newborn ape exhibits.30 Monkey is bom from 

"an immortal stone" which "had been nourished for a long period by the seeds of Heaven and 

Earth, and by the essences of the sun and the moon" (Yu 1977:1.67). The fact that the 

immortal stone is placed on top of a mountain-the '’middle" realm between heaven and 

earth--is sure evidence of the myth. As the product of this divine pregnancy, he proves

29

The scripture expands on these lines from chapter 42 o f  Daode jing, often regarded as the Taoist creation 
theory: "The way begets one; one begets two; two begets three; three begets the myriad creatures" (D. C. Lau 
1968:103). According to Heshang gong "two" represents yin and yang. The yin and yang then begot
three kinds o f  energies; the Pure, Impure, and Harmonized, which in tum became heaven, earth, and man 
(1977:20.15662). It is significant that what Heshang gong merely refers to as "man" has been understood as 
shen, a “spirit” or “god" in the context o f this particular scripture. Beyond a doubt the divine signs Monkey 
exhibits at birth is closely related to this line o f  interpretation. For a general discussion o f  the Taoist creation 
theories, see Xiao Dengfu, 1989:241-266.

30

The divine signs Monkey exhibits at birth are not the only evidence o f  the scripture in Xiyou ji. In chapter 
86, Monkey refers to Laozi’s creation o f heaven and earth while chastising the self-proclaimed "Great King o f  
South Mountain" "How many years have you lived that you dare assume the title, South Mountain?
Old Ruler Li happens to be the patriarch o f creation, but he still sits to the right o f  Supreme Purity" £

$ ^ W t £ £ ( Y u  1977:4.179 and Wu 1973:1182).
Despite this allusion to the scripture, the creation o f  heaven and earth is also described in chapter I o f  the 

novel as a natural process o f  division from the Tao. The "division" theory is more often used in the writings o f  
the Taoist elixir schools such as Zhong Lit chuandao j i  I t  §  ife (An Anthology on Zhongli's Transmission 
o f  the Tao to Ltl). Obviously the novelist is compelled by a divided obligation to accommodate to fiction while 
trying to be orthodox in his religious message.

r
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himself no mortal at birth, but a “spirit” or "god"--a supernatural being with "two beams of 

golden light" that "flashed from his eyes to reach even the Palace of the Polestar" (Ibid 

1.67-68). The divine light becomes extinguished only when the clock of mortality begins to 

tick away after he partakes of food from the mortal world: he "fed on grass and shrubs, 

drank from the brooks and streams" (Ibid. 1.68).

But to Subhuti, it is this divine birthmark-and not Huineng-that provides his disciple 

with the supremely spiritual eminence he has exhibited in telling the riddle. For what makes 

Subhuti tick is apparently the dictates of his Taoist instincts. Yet what constitutes the most 

important evidence to the Taoist nature of Subhuti's Buddhist inheritance is the priority he 

places on the elixir vis-a-vis the fulfillment of his disciple's first name. When he knows 

with certainty about Monkey's divine origins, Subhuti immediately initiates his disciple into 

the Taoist art of inner alchemy-without first trying to help him realize the potential of the 

name that represents his own past.

Is it neglect? Hardly likely, considering the close relationship of the monkey king’s first 

name to the Buddhist tradition Subhuti's own name keeps alive. More likely, Monkey's 

initiation first into the Taoist elixir is calculated to be a forceful reminder of the Taoist 

identity of the Buddhist inheritance Subhuti hands down through his disciple’s name. Why 

not? The Buddhist tradition Subhuti evokes can only emerge as part of his Taoist legacy 

since the primary motive of his brief appearance in chapters 1 and 2 is to confirm the 

authenticity of Monkey's Taoist birthmark, to attribute Huineng's heritage to the Taoist 

immaculate conception and, above all, to impart to him the "oral instructions" in the true 

fashion of a "perfected man." In other words, the primary importance Subhuti assigns the
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elixir casts him in the definitive image of a Taoist "perfected man" with "oral instructions" 

up his sleeve, except that he requires at the same time that his disciple follow up the elixir 

with the realization of his first name.

Any doubt about the Taoist nature o f the kind of religion Subhuti has transmitted to his 

disciple should disappear considering how the Buddhist themes and motifs have been 

evoked only to derive meaning from the Taoist themes and motifs. Seen in this context, 

what actually happens in Monkey's life is not two separate quests, certainly not two 

conflicting quests, the Buddhist one superior to the Taoist one, but one continuous joumey 

that achieves a double enlightenment. While his disciple carries in his Taoist garb a highly 

Buddhist inheritance, it is one that has been cleverly made to take on a new significance 

within the theological framework of the Taoist elixir. Buddhahood is to Monkey what 

instantaneous enlightenment is to Huineng, for potentially he is none other than Huineng; 

but, thematically, it would plainly be hazardous to declare that his intended but postponed 

joumey of name-fulflllment is not Taoist when the potential Huineng in him now bears the 

indelible birthmark of the Taoist divine conception, and serves first of all to bring to fruition 

Monkey's dream of elixir-based eternal life. More plausibly, it is a case in which Monkey's 

more Buddhist inner world of instincts and intuition depends for its existence upon the 

vitality of the exterior Taoist reality. The Buddha status he attains at the end o f the joumey 

marks merely the end of a general process o f awakening which places first priority on the 

Taoist kind of enlightenment, privileging the immortality o f the body. The unique 

combination o f Subhuti's Buddhist name and Taoist identity plays a key role in welding 

together elixir and buddha-nature in a unified religious vision: it has given occasion to
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Monkey's given name only to refocus the objective of Huineng's kind of enlightenment in 

clearer terms of his own trait and--this is more important-to reschedule it according to a 

specific Taoist agenda. Given this conclusion, Monkey's later conversion to Buddhism is 

not to be taken as literal, but as symbolic, in the sense of passing from the stage of the elixir 

to that of the buddha-nature so that he can measure up to his first name.31

The text itself bears still further testimony to what we may now call a two-stage quest. 

First of all, the priority given to the elixir coheres consistently with the order of importance 

Subhuti assigns to Monkey's first and last names. The first-"Wu-k'ung" to S--may be rich 

in Buddhist symbolism, but it is preceded by the last—f^-the more important of the two, for 

the last name traditionally comes first, carries the lineage, and therefore represents the root. 

Accordingly, it is Monkey's last name that announces the religious "family" to which he 

belongs, and determines the nature of the religion he practices. Subhuti assumes the 

authoritative tone o f a true Taoist immortal when he explains to Monkey "the compound of 

tzu and hsi" that constitutes his last name: "Tzu means a boy and hsi means a baby, so that 

the name exactly accords with the Doctrine of the Baby" IE o*

(Yu 1977:1.82 and Wu 1973:14). Now that "baby" is simply another name for 

the elixir, the "doctrine of the baby" obviously refers to the Taoist theology that centers on 

the elixir. Together with his disciple’s first name, Subhuti has combined elixir and 

buddha-nature into a single, unified religious experience, one of a Taoist nature, but not 

exclusively Taoist in terms of the goal he has in mind. By inducting Monkey into the elixir,

31

More precisely, the shift o f  emphasis from the body to buddha-nature is effected in chapter 7 where the 
Buddha subdues Monkey; his meetings with Bodhisattva Guanyin in chapter 8 and with Tripitaka in chapter 14 
mark merely the completion o f  the shift.
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he helps his disciple towards fulfilling the Taoist significance of the family name, first in 

importance and first in the order it is written in Chinese.

The linking of the elixir with the buddha-nature constructs in boldest terms the 

theological model Monkey is to follow. And the fidelity o f Xiyou j i  to the model is plainly 

in evidence. For instance, to everyone's surprise, Bodhisattva Guanyin is first "received at 

the door of the Yu-chen Taoist Temple by the Great Immortal of Golden Head"

Refill as she leaves the Western Paradise in chapter 8 on her way to finding a pilgrim (cf. Yu 

1977:1.186). It is the same Taoist immortal who first greets the Buddhist pilgrims when 

they finally arrive at their destination. Upon seeing the immortal, Monkey thus introduces 

him to Tripitaka: "this is the Great Immortal of Golden Head, who resides in the Yu-chen 

Temple at the foot o f  the Spirit Mountain" {Ibid. 4:380. My emphasis).

Moreover, when Tripitaka is about to leave the temple the next day for the Buddha's 

monastery, the Taoist immortal insists that the monk be escorted so that he can "stick to the 

main road" (Yu 1977:4.381 and Wu 1973:1330). It is highly significant that

the "main road" turns out to pass directly through the Taoist temple: "The way that they had 

to go, you see, did not lead back to the front gate. Instead, they had to go through the central 

hall of the temple to go out the rear door. Immediately behind the temple, in fact, was the 

Spirit Mountain" ^ H jJ p n A O l {Ibid.

1977:4.381-82 and 1973:1331. My emphasis). Now why is it, one may wonder, that 

entrance to the Western Paradise is Taoist? Or that there is no seeing the Buddha without 

first seeing the Taoist immortal? These details are contrived, I think, as a strategic reminder,
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as well as a thematic affirmation, o f the elixir-buddha-nature combination and the sequence 

of its fulfillment.

Now it seems a rather safe assumption that Subhuti has spelled out in chapters 1 and 2 a 

distinctly Taoist theology that has incorporated the conception of buddha-nature. Taoist it 

has to be if  it is a unified theology at all. Remember that there is not yet an orthodox 

Buddhist theology that has embraced the Taoist belief in the gold elixir. But then what kind 

of reality is imitated here? Is there any actual scriptural evidence for a theology thus 

defined? For an answer we have to invoke Zhang Boduan who has a greater presence in 

Xiyou j i  than is signified by the many poems attributed to him,32 and even by his single 

personal appearance as Immortal Purple Cloud in chapter 71 (cf. Yu 1977:3.355). 

Certainly it is not by coincidence that the two-part structure of Xiyou j i  appears 

conspicuously imitative of his Wuzhen pian which first claims importance for the elixir, and 

then for the Chan approach to the buddha-nature. In his Wuzhen pian xu, after he states his 

intentions for writing the Taoist poems, Zhang voices a serious concern that he has not given

32

The magnitude o f  Zhang Boduan's presence in Xiyou j i  is partially attested by his poems the novelist 
quotes in ful I or in modified form from Zhang's Wuzhen pian. Chapter 4 1 begins on the note o f  "Good and 
evil, the false thoughts o f a moment "(Yu 1977:2.246), dismissing morality on the ground o f  the mind. This 
verse is emphatically an adaptation from the fifth poem o f a group o f  twelve entitled xijiangyue (Moon 
over the Western River) in Zhang's Wuzhen pian  (Xue Daoguang 1977:4.2921). Except for the last three lines, 
the poem is exactly the same as the original one. Zhang also wrote the poem which drones about how "Form's 
not originally form" (Ibid. 4:2921) which now appears at the beginning o f  chapter 96 (Yu 1977:4.343) with but 
a slight change in the first two lines.

The third poem by the same immortal is o f  special significance to chapters SO through S2 in which 
Monkey, aided by a host o f  celestial and Buddhist deities, does battle with a buffalo demon, Laozi’s saddle 
beast. 1 am referring to the poem at the head o f  chapter 53 which is again taken from Zhang’s Wuzhen pian 
(Xue Daoguang 1977:4.2885), and offers the highly moralistic advice that "Virtuous acts you must perform 
eight hundred" (Yu 1977:3.35). Liu Ts'un-yan had previously identified the source (1985.8:85) for this poem, 
but he does not explore the significance it might have for the novel. What marks this poem out as truly 
exceptional is that, on the one hand, the novelist has expanded it into an episode involving three chapters, aided 
by a knack for storytelling, and on the other, placed as it is at the end o f  the episode, it has the function o f a 
moral for the story just narrated.
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sufficient treatment to the subject of buddha-nature; hence the addition of poems based on 

his readings in Buddhist scriptures and writings (Xue Daoguang 1977:4.2823)”  Thus he 

has virtually set a second goal~a borrowing from Buddhism-beyond the vision of the 

traditional Taoist inner alchemy.

Zhang's introduction o f buddha-nature was the highlight of continuous efforts made by 

the Taoists to bring their own theological thinking up to date. It should be pointed out, 

however, that Zhang may have accepted this Chan conception, but he was far from becoming 

a Buddhist. For instance, he did not believe that the realization of the buddha-nature alone, 

the ultimate objective for the Chan Buddhists, could provide salvation from the endless 

cycles of life and death. Look at this poem: "Even if you understand the essence of true 

thusness/You still cannot avoid leaving one body just to enter another;/But if you include 

cultivation o f the great medicine,/Immediately you transcend to the state where all outflows 

stop, and become a perfected man"

M M AlftffcJCA (Xue Daoguang 1977:4.2886). “True thusness” refers to the natural and 

untrammeled state of realized buddha-nature; as a matter of fact, the two phrases are ofien 

coupled together as "zhenru foxing” or “true thusness-buddha-nature.” Before

one attains “true thusness,” desires flow ceaselessly from the six organs; the outflows 

naturally stop upon the realization of the buddha-nature. The “great medicine” is another 

name for the gold elixir. The point that Zhang is trying to make, for the benefit of the

33

Zhang Boduan has been acclaimed by both Buddhists and Taoists as one with a genuine insight into 
Buddhism. !n Fozu tongji (The Complete Annals o f  Buddhist Ancestry), Zhi Pan (H?

Jl. 1250-1269) says that Zhang Boduan "is enlightened on buddha-nature" B)jf#14(T.2035:4l7). Zhao Daoyi 
1297-1307) testifies in Lishi zhenxian tidao tongjian W (The Comprehensive

Mirror o f True Immortals From All Ages Who Embody the Tao) that Zhang "spread the Buddhist Dharma far 
and wide" r t : f M (  1977:9.6591).
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Buddhists, is that a Buddhist who had attained “true thusness” still would not be able to head 

off reincarnation, unless he also practiced the elixir.

The sentiment Zhang expressed utilizing the Chan language is not unfamiliar in the 

Taoist writings. Laozi urges that the sage “empties their minds but fills their bellies” in 

governing the people (D. C. Lau 1989:6-7). He may be talking about the art o f government, 

but not so to the later Taoists. In Wuzhen pian, Zhang Boduan exclaims ‘“ Empty the mind, 

fill the belly’--the meanings are both profound” (Thomas Cleary 1987:67). This is how Lu 

Shu (Pitrl?, Southern Song) explicates these lines: ‘“ Empty the mind’ so that all 

conceptualization is gone, and no dust exists; ‘fill the belly’ so that the elixir is produced” -l!,'

(1977:4.2851). Thomas Cleary is correct when he
I

explains why “the meanings are profound:” “Emptying the mind means to empty the human 

mind...” (1987:67). It seems that Laozi had already linked the elixir to a cleansed spiritual 

status as distinguished from the human mind, at least to the Taoists. Zhuangzi never talks 

about the elixir, but he allows Confucius to describe the importance of the “fasting of the 

mind” a state of spiritual emptiness, for “Emptiness is the fasting of the mind”

(Watson 1968:57-58). Yin Xi was Laozi’s first disciple in the legends associated with 

the sage. It is therefore natural for him to expound the notion that a cleansed mind should 

accompany one’s effort at immortality in Wushang miaodao wenshi zhenjing

(True Scripture of the Literary Origin on the Unparalleled Way): "If he has a mind that 

becomes tired of life and death, or a mind that tries to transcend life and death, he can only 

be called a deviate; he cannot be called the Tao"

(1977:19.14979). Immortality may be the goal, but it should not become an obsession.
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I

As I will show later, immortal life does become an obsession with Monkey in the first seven 

chapters of Xiyou ji. So does Ge Hong promote the notion in Baopuzi that devotion to the 

elixir should be accompanied by attention to virtue: "If one devotes solely to the arts [of 

immortality] to the point of neglecting virtue, he will not achieve immortality" 

w m i i  f i ,  (1977:46.37709).

It seems that many of Zhang Boduan’s predecessors had already come to the realization 

that perfection entailed not only the concoction of the elixir, but also cultivation of certain 

spiritual qualities. However, this spiritual emphasis had never been fully incorporated as an 

essential part o f any specific practice. For example, Ge Hong may have urged upon the 

importance of virtue, but he did not highlight it in the Sherucian zhuan.34 During the Tang
l

period, it became increasingly popular to address this concern with spiritual pollution in 

Buddhist terms. For instance, Sima Chengzhen 647-735) described seven steps

to the Tao in very Buddhist terms in Zuowang lun (Discourse on Sitting in

Oblivion).35 A more important example is Zhong Lu chuandao ji  in which an entire section 

addresses ten kinds of maras. But removal of these maras was treated as a matter of faith 

rather than a specific objective of supreme importance (cf. Shi Jianwu 46-49). It was 

generally assumed that Zhang Boduan belonged to the school of philosophy represented in

34

We have already discussed the general pattern common to many biographies o f immortals. For example, 
“The Master with the Yellow Pupils” catalogues the miraculous powers the master possesses (Livia Kohn 
1993:290); “The Lady o f  Great Mystery” describes her origins, her motive, the art she practiced, her prowess, 
and her ascent to heaven (Ibid. 291-292). In “Hugong” (Ibid. 121-126) and “Liu An and the Eight Worthies” 
(Ibid. 292-96) Ge Hong stresses the importance o f  respect and faith; these may be regarded as virtue, but they 
are touted more as qualifications than an objective the practitioner should further cultivate.

35

For a detailed discussion on the author and a full translation o f  the work, see Livia Kohn. 1987 and 
1993:235-41.
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Zhong Lti chuandao ji, which began to stress spiritual health apart from the art of the elixir. 

But he did not content himself with an account of the ten maras; he interpreted the 

cultivation o f spiritual health in clearer terms of Chan philosophy and, more importantly, 

increased its importance by making it an essential part o f his school of religious practice.

His idea of immortal life is therefore not based on the absolute primacy of the elixir, but 

on the primacy of the buddha-nature as an absolute guarantee for the elixir. His Wuzhen 

pian is imbued with this belief. After he excites wonder about the effect of the elixir, Zhang 

admits to the necessity of a more spiritual quest: "If one further explores the true meaning of 

buddha-nature/One is bound to attain the ineffable bliss o f the birthless"

f  (Ibid. 4:2886). In another poem he echoes these lines by discrediting the

traditional belief in mere elixir-made immortality: "A halo behind the head is still a 

phantom;/Even when clouds rise beneath your feet you are still not an immortal"

(Thomas Cleary 1987:161 and Zhang Boduan 1977:4.2908).

Thus, to him, the elixir marks merely the end of a beginning, rather than the end itself, in a 

process to be ultimately completed along the Buddhist lines.36 In chapter 14, Monkey 

abandons Tripitaka in a huff, irritated by an ungrateful master who keeps unjustifiably 

criticizing him for killing the six robbers A l l  True to the traditional image of wise 

dragons,37 the Dragon King of the Eastern Ocean tries to restore him to Tripitaka, but he is

36

For a helpful discussion on Zhang's biography and philosophy, see Thomas Cleary, 1987, “Introduction;” 
Baldrian-Hussein, 1986:50.335-41; Li Yangzheng, 1989:156-60; Ren Jiyu, 1990:489-511 and Livia Kohn, 
1993:213-319.

37

In the Buddhist tradition, dragons may not be highly placed-they belong among ''animals” W 4ili--but 
they are sometimes instrumental in the spreading o f  Buddhism. This scene-the Dragon King helps enlighten 
Monkey--is probably modeled upon a similar scene in the story o f  Nagarjuna. According to Longshu pusa 
zhuan f f  (3iography o f  Bodhisattva Nagarjuna), Nagarjuna's thirst for Buddhist scriptures remained
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obviously expressing Zhang's conviction: "if you are unwilling to exercise diligence or to 

accept instruction, you will remain a bogus immortal after all"

? |]rt£;f§yhfcfcfllj (Yu 1977:1.311 and Wu 1973:194). What he means by "diligence" and 

"instruction" is clearly further effort, in the context o f the novel, towards fulfilling the 

significance of his Buddhist first name. It is possible to realize, too, that Pa-chieh and Sha 

Monk, who have once possessed "a halo behind the head," are both in the same sense potent 

examples o f "bogus immortals."’8

As a way of drawing to a point these observations, let us return to the Taoist way in 

which the novelist has diverged from the earlier versions o f the Tripitaka legend. It is 

important that no details, especially when they are new additions unknown to the earlier
lI
; versions o f the tradition, should be branded as insignificant or even nuisance; certainly not

when a novel o f this magnitude is involved. Instead, questions should be raised: why 

should Monkey's tenuous Taoist liaison in the play be strengthened and dramatized and, 

most important of all, moved up to the head of the novel? It is a question no one seems to

unquenched after he had read everything he could find on land. A dragon became sympathetic, and allowed 
Nagarjuna access to his own rare collections under the sea. As a result, Nagarjuna became a highly realized 
Buddhist (KumarajivaT.2047:184-85). This line by the poet Wang Wei ( I f f t ,  701-61)--"Vanquish the crazed 
elephant with white magic/And ask the ancient dragon about the arcane language "&t£i$£EJfc./‘£ e j  
(1986:293)—is probably a reference to this story, though Zhao Diancheng thinks that here refers 
to Lao Longji £"j£pf in Zhuangzi under whom Shennong used to study (1962:127). Cf. also Watson,
1968:242. A similar story--this time about Sun Simiao S8I-682), a Tang dynasty medical doctor--is
recorded in Shen Fen's (ffc'ifr, later Tang) Xu Xianzhuan f# (A Continuation o f The Biographies o f  
Immortals). Sun Simiao had been popularly acclaimed as King o f  Medicine 1-jiE, but according to the story, 
he owed to a dragon the prescriptions that had made him a success (1977:8.6142). Sun was also a Taoist 
alchemist. For an introduction to Sun and his work, see Livia Kohn, 1993:319-325.

38

All three disciples are also called "monstrous deities" (Yu 1977:4.314 and Wu 1973:1280). In the
context o f  Xiyou j i ,  the term, like "bogus immortal," refers to a transitional status between the mortals and the 
immortals o f  "true fruition." But Pa-chieh and Sha Monk are "bogus" precisely because Monkey is "bogus." 
We will address the issue in later chapters.
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have asked, much less to have effectively answered. The answer we provide in this chapter 

points directly to the novelist's intention to turn the Tripitaka legend into a graphic 

embodiment of Zhang Boduan's uniquely Taoist vision.

Now we also know how the novelist has brought about the transformation: he has 

deepened the streak of Chan thought he found in the play, turning it into a stepping-stone for 

the introduction of the elixir. For Chan thought constitutes the common ground between 

Buddhism and Zhang Boduan's new brand of Taoism. Huineng, Subhuti--and many other 

Buddhist motifs we recognize in the following chapters—serve only to testify to the 

subjection of the Buddhist themes to a Taoist theology. What we witness is not merely the 

transformation of a legend, but the clever, precise manipulation of it towards bodying forth a 

vision, far more clever and precise in its obedience to that vision than we witness in other 

so-called "god-and-demon works of fiction" (Lu Xun 1991:154).39 And Monkey

holds the key to the manipulation. Shall we say that Zhang Boduan's strong presence 

requires that Monkey replace Tripitaka? Monkey is able to focus both the Buddhist and 

Taoist evocations precisely because he represents not only the elixir, but also the mind--a 

concept common to both Buddhism and Taoism. For as a monkey with some previous 

connections with the elixir, Monkey can easily be adapted to embody both the Buddhist 

conception of the "monkey of the mind" and the Taoist vision of the elixir—the two aspects 

of Zhang's theology-while Tripitaka, a Buddhist to the bone, can only play a highly visible,

39

It is especially the case when we compare Xiyou j i  with other overly Taoist novels such as the 
contemporary Fengshen yanyi X  (Investiture o f  Gods) by Lu Xixing ( f f i if  H , 1520-1606) and the
eighteenth-century Luyexian:ongi$$fi]bi!l£  (Elusive Immortals in the Green Wilderness) by Li Baichuan ( $  
IT) 11, b. C.I720). In neither do we see the kind o f  haunting adherence to a single Taoist vision as we do in
Xiyou j i .
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but nevertheless secondary, role. Precisely for this reason the deepening of Monkey's Taoist 

background coincides with his characterization in the image of Huineng and Subhuti, both 

legendary Chan figures with rich anecdotal and symbolic value. This is exactly where 

criticism from the Buddhist perspective breaks down. It persists in its failure to recognize 

Chan as the common ground for the union of Buddhism and Taoism, and Monkey as the best 

medium for bodying forth that union.
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CHAPTER 4

IN THE IMAGES OF T A07.T AND DEVADATTA: 
MONKEY AS A RELIGIOUS DEVIATE

As the foregoing chapters indicate, Monkey's apprenticeship with Subhuti in chapters 1 

and 2 formed the background against which the author’s "misreading" of the Tripitaka 

legend actually occurred. To put it differently, all Monkey does in the rest oiXiyou j i  is act 

out the double vision Subhuti sets out during his exchange with his disciple in the first two 

chapters. This conclusion radiates a number o f important implications. One o f  them is 

obviously that the Buddhist joumey Monkey undertakes represents the initiation o f his effort 

towards fulfilling the buddha-nature. But there is a catch here: the transition to this second 

stage is by no means a smooth sailing. On the contrary, it ends up in tragedy, which appears 

rather unusual, considering the fact that Monkey is the chosen one to live up to the religious 

vision the author tries to convey. What then are we to make of his fall as a consequence of 

his rebellion upon his ascent to heaven? One other implication is his relationship to the 

other characters, his fellow pilgrims and the demons that block their way. The one thing we 

know for sure about these other characters is that the functions they perform are strictly 

related to Monkey's expulsion from heaven, for, significantly, almost all of them crop up 

only after Monkey's demise in chapter 7. What really can they be with regard to Monkey 

and the religious vision he exemplifies, if Monkey is indeed the embodiment o f  Zhang 

Boduan's vision? In this chapter we first investigate the significance of Monkey's rebellion, 

since both these questions seem to relate to his fall.
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In chapter 7, Monkey suffers disastrous consequences for the transgression he has 

committed when the Buddha banishes him from heaven. It is necessary at this point to 

determine the nature o f the punishment before we can determine the significance of the 

rebellion and fall in the larger picture o f Zhang Boduan's theological thinking. The nature of 

Monkey’s punishment indicates the extent to which his expulsion from heaven sets him back 

with regard to the ultimate goal Subhuti has envisioned for him while the significance o f this 

fall reveals the intent with which the author allows him to fall at all. Now the objective 

Monkey can ultimately achieve, and actually has achieved upon ascent to heaven, is the 

status of Afli] or heavenly immortal. So far as this objective is concerned, the author 

subscribes to the scale of realized beings as recorded by Shi Jianwu fl- 820-835) in

ZhongLii chuandao j i .  The scale consists o f the following five degrees o f Taoist realization: 

(1) J&flll or ghost immortals; (2) Aili] or human immortals; (3) ift-fli] or earth-bound 

immortals; (4) or divine immortals and (5) Afiil or heavenly immortals.1

There are frequent references in Xiyou j i  to this scale. In chapter 58, Bodhisattva 

Kshitigarbha has a divine beast called "Listen Intently" which can actually

perceive the true and false among "the celestial immortals, the earthly immortals, the divine 

immortals, the human immortals, and the spirit immortals" Aflil- Will, A # *  M

Shi Jianwu, 1988:2-4. The "ghost immortals" often act as officials in the underworld or as local authorities 
related to the underworld such as "tudi” and "chenghuang" i$ $ |.  The "human immortals" are still human, 
but they have so elongated their lives that they are given more time for further spiritual perfection. In other 
words, this is a transitional status. These two lower categories suggest either that the practitioners are slow, or 
that the arts they practice are not very good. Only the immortals o f  the other three categories are considered 
divine.

2

For the convenience o f  discussion, I have changed the translation from Anthony Yu’s “Investigative 
Hearing” to “Listen Intently.”
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#  S H frJ f l  (Yu 1977:3.127 and Wu 1973:809). The Buddha, for another,

refers to the same system when he enlightens Guanyin on the origins of the "six-eared 

macaque" $1 in the same chapter: "There are five kinds of immortals in the 

universe, and they are: the celestial, the earthly, the divine, the human, and the spirit" JIjA  

ife. f t ,  A . %  (Ibid. 1977:3.130-31 and 1973:812). Monkey's entry 

to heaven, which marks his attainment o f the highest form of realization, coheres 

consistently with Zhang Boduan's idea of perfection. For to Zhang, the heavenly immortal 

should be the sole object of pursuit: "If you are going to study immortality, you should study 

celestial immortality;/Only the gold elixir is worthwhile"

3# (Thomas Cleary 1987:28 and Weng Yuanming 1977:2917).

Now there is no doubt that Monkey's expulsion from heaven means the loss o f the status 

of heavenly immortal, if his ascent to heaven means its attainment. The question that 

remains is what kind of punishment his subsequent imprisonment under the Five Phases 

Mountain S fiflil actually means in the context of his Taoist realization? The answer to this 

question is crucial, for it determines what Monkey is to all the other characters that seem to 

spring up like mushrooms only after he falls from heavenly grace. It may require a great 

leap of faith at this point, but I will show that there is clear evidence that attests to Monkey's 

demise and descent to hell. Let us clarify the point with these questions: why is his death 

related to the "five phases"? And to take the issue a step further: what do the "five phases" 

mean to the Taoist conception o f realization that when Monkey falls, he falls directly under 

tons of solid "five phases"? I think the significance of the five phases is linked directly to 

Monkey's success in his attempt to turn the tables on Yama fiSJiE, the lord of Hades, at the
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start o f his career. In chapter 1, tears fall as Monkey feels the sudden assault of panic and 

despair. When he is questioned, his remarks gravely dishearten his fellow monkeys: 

"Though we are not subject to the laws of man today, nor need we be threatened by the rule 

of any bird or beast, old age and physical decay in the future will disclose the secret 

sovereignty of Yama, King o f the Underworld. If we die, shall we not have lived in vain, not 

being able to rank forever among the heavenly beings?" (Yu 1977:1.73).

The objective the Taoists try to achieve may perhaps be defined by quoting from "Yiwen 

zhi" (Monograph on Literature) oiH an Shu '{£45 (A History of the Han Dynasty) 

which gives a summary of the conception of immortals according to the shenxianjia 

(school of immortals): "Immortals are those who preserve the essence of life and seek to 

transcend [this world]" (BanGu 1970:1780).

And herein lies the significance of the "five phases." As we have indicated in chapter 1, the 

dynamics of the five phases represents the Chinese conception o f origination, or the endless 

process of weaving in and out of being. It is in this sense that the Taoists cannot achieve 

their objective unless they can escape the clutches o f the five phases. In the Xiyou j i , this 

conception is primarily represented by Monkey's triumph over Yama.

Upon returning from his apprenticeship with Subhuti, two summoners from hell chain 

and drag Monkey's spirit, in a wine-induced dream, to the "Region of Darkness" 

where Yama holds court. Monkey first protests to the summoners: "I, old Monkey himself 

have transcended the Three Regions and the Five Phases; hence I am no longer under 

Yama’s jurisdiction" (Yu 1977:1.110

and Wu 1973:38). When the summoners turn a deaf ear, he issues a direct challenge to the
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ten kings of the Underworld after killing both their summoners: "Old Monkey has acquired 

the Tao and attained immortality. I enjoy the same age as Heaven, and I have transcended 

the Three Regions and leapt clear of the Five Phases" IM sJM N ilT ii!,

1977:1.111 and 1973:39).

In these bold statements, Monkey makes it quite clear that the "five phases" is a synonym 

for the Buddhist conception of the realms of desire form and non-form

the "Three Regions" under Yama's jurisdiction. To be more specific, it is a symbol for the 

endless cycles o f life and death Monkey had sought to escape in the first place. And to 

transcend the "five phases" is the hallmark of realized immortality.3 Surely Monkey is not 

bluffing to Yama, for his words are immediately substantiated with the action o f his ascent. 

No sooner has he triumphantly returned from this showdown with the forces o f hell than he 

receives summons from the Jade Emperor to fill a position recently evacuated. Menial 

though his office later turns out to be, it marks his earlier dream come true. For it confers on 

him the status o f heavenly immortal, the highest form of Taoist achievement possible.

Clearly it is as the symbol for death, and as the watershed for mortal and immortal life, 

that the Five Phases Mountain becomes symbolic. That the Buddha transforms the five 

fingers into "five phases" is probably a trick the author had learned from Daban niepun jing  

where Devadatta a jealous cousin, set a drunken elephant upon the Buddha, in a

nefarious plan to usurp the place of honor for himself; but the Buddha tamed the elephant by 

transforming his five fingers into five lions (Cf. Baochang T.2121:24). The author might
3

It is the physical body that is subject to the five phases. The goal o f  the Taoist cultivation is therefore to 
get rid o f  the body. Accordingly we see Tripitaka delivered from his corpse by the end o f  the joumey. Cf.
Laozi: “The reason I have great trouble is that I have a body. When I no longer have a body, what trouble 
have F’ (D. C. Lau 1989:19). For a general discussion o f  the Taoist conceptions o f  deliverance, see Isabelle 
Robinet, 1979:19.37-70 and Stephen Bokenkamp, 1989:2.1-10 and 1990:119-46.
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have simply substituted the "five phases" for the five lions, but if he had done so, he did it 

with specific intent. For what Monkey loses under the Five Phases Mountain is not freedom 

o f a mortal nature, but freedom from mortality. In other words, the Buddha's symbolic act 

has placed Monkey back under Yama's jurisdiction.

Moreover, the author had worked such details into the five phases metaphor that 

Monkey's life under the mountain is a veritable picture o f life in hell. In chapter 7, the 

Buddha instructs the deities watching over the fallen immortal "to feed the prisoner with iron 

pellets when he was hungry and to give him melted copper to drink when he was thirsty" {§. 

M l B t  (Yu 1977:1.178 and Wu 1973:92). Here

we should be reminded that references to "iron pellets" and "melted copper" are the 

stock-in-trade in the Buddhist writings relevant to hell. For instance, a Buddhist monk 

explains in ZaAhan jin g  (Sutra o f Miscellaneous Records) how the jailers in hell

would pry open the mouth of a sinner with hot iron pincers: "they first throw hot iron pellets 

into his mouth, and then melt copper and pour it down his throat" 4*, &S4

M P  (Gunabhadra T.99:163).

In Cibei daozhang chanfa (Prayers for the Dharma Fields of

Compassion), Emperor Wu of Liang 0 $ ® ^ ,  r.502-549) alludes to "hot iron" and "melted 

copper" as the daily food the sinners eat in hell: "What they eat is iron pellets and hot iron, 

and what they drink is boiling rock and melted copper" (Zhu

dafashi T. 1909:958). For Nagarjuna C$ffi, c. 150 AD), the gory scene is a powerful 

technique the practitioner should constantly evoke to combat his or her predilection for fine 

food. They should remind themselves, Nagarjuna explains, that "because o f my fondness for

*
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fine food, I will be subject to all kinds o f  ordeals. Melted copper will be poured down my 

throat, and I will eat heated iron pellets"

(Qtd. in Daoshi T.2122:827). Added to these is the fact that hell in Chinese belief is always 

situated below a mountain, be it Taishan H ill or Fengdu shan IPlPlil .4 And the author 

conjures up the scene o f hell exactly under a mountain. Why is all this reference to hell in 

Monkey's portraiture? We explain later in the chapter how this is an evocation o f the image 

of Devadatta, but the implication of the scene is quite obvious: Monkey revisits hell, no 

longer as a hero above Yama's law, but as a sinner paying a price for a heinous crime.

Now Monkey has virtually traveled in a wide circle only to find himself back exactly 

where he had started. But why does the novelist poke fun at Monkey's Taoist achievement
I

in such a sadistic manner? What is the significance of this defeat in the context of Zhang 

Boduan's theology that Monkey embodies? For an answer, we need to figure out further 

what causes the tragic end to befall him, now that we do know what the import o f that tragic 

end means to Monkey's personal life. The reason behind Monkey’s deviation is revealed in 

chapter 7 when he is storming the Jade Emperor's Hall of Divine Mists with a vengeance, 

after he escapes from Laozi's brazier o f eight trigrams A lH J23: "A monkey's transformed 

body weds the human mind./Mind is a monkey-this, the truth profound"

(Yu 1977:168 andW u 1973:84). "Truth profound?" Why? Because the 

"human mind" is incompatible with the elixir-based "transformed body:" the body has 

transcended mortality, but the mind remains mundane, and enslaves the elixir-generated

4

For a general discussion o f  the subject, see Anne S. Goodrich, 1981; Zong Li and Liu Qun, 1987, 277-301 
and 493-511; Livia Kohn, 1992:109-110 and especially Xiao Dengfu, 1989:359-649.
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prowess, harnessing it to unwanted impulses to the detriment o f the Taoist fruition Monkey 

has already accomplished. The theme reasserts itself in another poem which compares 

Monkey to a "lustrous pearl o f mani" "He could be good^He could be bad;/Present

good and evil he could do at will” tbJIs# , t ! (Ibid. 1977:170 and 

1973:85). It is not whether this pearl itself is good or bad--this much is beyond debate-but 

what the mind makes it do. Guanyin's stress on the importance of "thought" in chapter 17, 

after she has lent her power to help retrieve Tripitaka's precious robes from the black bear, 

could serve as a footnote to the theme: "the Bodhisattva, and the monster-they all exist in a 

single thought" j l — (Ibid. 1977:1.363 and 1973:239). It is then only in the

context of "thought" or the mind that the "truth" about Monkey's tragedy becomes 

: "profound."

But what specifically characterizes the "human mind" that has led astray the most 

powerful Taoist in Xiyou j i  with the highest possible form o f realization? This question is 

more difficult than it first appears, and the answer is crucial to identifying the demons 

Monkey originates, and those he does not. For the nature o f his mind is going to be the 

imprint of his own demons. The crime Monkey commits against heaven-intimations o f it, 

though pathetic in detail, had already occurred in the earlier versions o f the Tripitaka legend5 

-holds some significant clues that require close and careful scrutiny. To the Jade Emperor, 

his initial crime consists mainly of theft engendered by a voracious appetite, as the 

emissaries he sends for help in chapter 7 explain to the Buddha: Monkey "was given the 

temporary job o f looking after the Garden o f Immortal Peaches, where almost immediately

5

In Shihua, Monkey confesses to Tripitaka that he has stolen peaches from Xiwangmu; in the Yuan play he 
steals not only peaches, but also the elixirs and heavenly robes for a mistress he has also stolen.
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he stole the peaches. He also went to the Jasper Pool and made off with the food and wine, 

devastating the Grand Festival. Half-drunk, he went secretly into the Tushita Palace, stole 

the elixir of Lao Tzu" (Yu 1977:1.170). Hence Wang Xiangxu's exclamation: "Todevastate 

heaven is no small matter, but it could have been caused by the ripeness of peaches and 

aromas o f wine!" f&SLXla, (Huang Yongnian

1993:42).

But Monkey's primary motive for his high-priced celestial robbery is certainly not the 

gratification of sensual appetites, for the appetite he indulges is a metaphor that represents 

his obsession with the Taoist art of immortal life. The peaches he has so coveted "ripen 

once every nine thousand years," and make a man's age "equal to that of Heaven and Earth, 

the sun and the moon" A fe T  0 M (Yu 1977:1.136 and Wu

1973:58). Apparently the wine has the same miraculously salutary effect, judging from what 

Monkey generously promises his fellow monkeys after he flees heaven: "Let me go back 

and steal a few botdes to bring down here. Just drink half a cup, and each one of you will 

live long without growing old" ffeJLIfE0

% (Ibid. 1977:1.142 and 1973:64). Even more so is the elixir which he acclaims to be the 

"greatest treasure o f immortals" {Ibid. 1977:1.140 and 1973:62). Wang

Xiangxu is therefore quite right to attribute Monkey's voracity to his mind which begins to 

assert its control even as his practice progresses: "Appetite may be insignificant in our 

estimation, but the harm it causes is rooted inside the mind"

(Huang Yongnian 1993:42).
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But ultimately passion is a trait of the mortals that immortals should transcend, even 

though it is an obsession with immortal life. Monkey's efforts under Subhuti have a 

genuinely noble goal: to liberate himself from the clutches o f Yama, but he has done only 

half the job when he has accomplished the elixir. Accordingly, the profile we have of him 

prior to his reincarnation introduces him as a confused Taoist immortal whose body knows 

no limits but whose mind strives forever for more in the typical fashion of a mortal. As his 

dedication to immortal life deepens into obsession, the miraculous power he has acquired 

becomes first a powerful tool in the hitherto undeclared war on heaven, and then his 

motivation for an open rebellion against heaven. In chapter 4, he counts off his fingers the 

"unlimited abilities" he possesses to the Mighty-Spirit God with a relatively modest 

demand to the Jade Emperor that he be promoted to "Great Sage, Equal to Heaven" (Yu 

1977:1.126). After his escape from the brazier of eight trigrams in chapter 7, his ambitions 

rapidly escalate as he becomes a downright pretender to the heavenly throne by issuing a 

direct challenge to the Jade Emperor himself, entirely on strength of his Taoist prowess. 

Complacently, he asks the Buddha who comes to the rescue o f the supreme ruler o f the 

universe: "I know seventy-two transformations and a life that does not grow old through ten 

thousand kalpas. I know also how to cloud-somersault, and one leap will take me a hundred 

and eight thousand miles. Why can't I sit on the Heavenly throne?" {Ibid. 1:173) "If might 

is honor, let them yield to me./Only he is hero who dares to fight and win!" (Ibid.

1:172)—this is the motto for his irreverent defiance. These political ambitions may not 

appear directly linked to his being an embodiment o f Zhang Boduan's theology, but in every 

religious practitioner there resides the everyman. As such the "human mind" that plagues
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Monkey has universal value as a reference to the less religious, and more mundane, forms of 

spiritual pollution.

The mind of the everyman may seem to spring into life all o f a sudden following 

Monkey's return from Subhuti, but it has its roots back during his days as the Handsome 

Monkey King H $£:E in chapter 1. No critics seem to have explored the significance o f the 

Water-Curtain Cave the consummate symbol for desire in Buddhist literature. After

he finds the cave behind the water-curtain, the monkeys honor the stone monkey as king in 

the typical fashion of a Confucian society: "they all folded their hands on their breasts and 

obediently prostrated themselves. Each one of them then lined up according to rank and age, 

and, bowing reverently, they intoned, 'Long live our great king!"'

(Yu 1977:1.72 and Wu 1973:6). On even the most 

obvious level, the world Monkey rules over behind the water-curtain is clearly modeled 

upon human society. But on the symbolic level, Monkey, as king, is a metaphor for the 

mind o f the everyman: "His inward shape is concealed for it has no form ,/But his outward 

form is by his action plainly known" (Ibid. 1977:1.72

and 1973:6). What is "plainly known" about this "outward form" is apparently his 

assumption of the simian visage, in its function as symbolic commentary upon the "monkey 

of the mind." The last two lines of the poem clearly point to the universal value o f his 

symbolism: "Everyone in every age is o f  this type/Claiming to be king or sage as he will"

(Wu Cheng'en 1973:7). The introduction o f the mind as 

"king," willful, unbounded and free to roam, dramatizes its tyranny over Monkey, especially 

over the "transformed body" he is to acquire in chapter 2.
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r
R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss ion  of  the  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



Seen in this context, the "water-curtain" cannot possibly be there by accident as we may 

first think. To the extent o f its disastrous effect over Monkey's eventual fall from heavenly 

grace, the metaphor highlights the symbolism of the water-curtain the Buddha loves to evoke 

in his teaching. For instance, the Buddha compares human desire to a waterfall in Foshuo 

Juli zhangzhe suoweti dachengjing (Mahayana Sutra o f the

Buddha Answering the Questions from Master Gargantuan Strength): "The cares arising 

from the five desires are like a waterfall, carrying the drowned sentient beings until they 

reach the sea o f life and death" (Zhi Jixiang

T.543:832). The metaphor also appears in Yuedeng sanmei jin g  f t  (Sutra o f the

Moon-Lamp Samadhi) in which the Buddha warns his audience: "The karma never ends for 

the multitudes/Who float on a waterfall of desire./Receiving life after life/They perish again 

and again in death" (Nalinaksha

T.639:592). Similarly the Buddha likens "birth, aging, illness and death"-the four aspects of 

life that motivated himself to abandon family life-to "the waterfall o f impermanence"

W t ,  (Xuanzang T.515:788) inRulai shijiao Shengjunwangjing

iEIS (Sutra o f  Tathagata Teaching the King of the Victorious Army). Seen in this context, 

life behind the "water-curtain" seems anything but idyllic; its highly pictorial "thousand 

fathoms of dancing waves" (Yu 1977:1.69 and Wu 1973:4) carry all the built-in

pitfalls of human life-birth and cares and death in endless cycles driven by desire. The 

shadow of Yama that alerts Monkey in chapter 1 to the coming death should then be 

understood as part o f the waterfall metaphor, as the culmination o f each cyclic process, and 

as evidence o f  a symbolically human community.

i  98
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Of course, the "water-curtain" that leads Monkey to destruction serves ultimately to poke 

fun at the paradoxical nature o f his Taoist accomplishment. "Paradoxical" because the 

power o f the most highly realized Taoist is powerless against himself. To put it differently, 

the water-curtain is a graphic embodiment of a popular Buddhist symbol which the author 

utilizes in his critique o f the unalloyed devotion of the traditional Taoist to the elixir. "The 

secret sovereignty o f Yama" (Yu 1977:1.73) that terrorizes the monkey community 

underscores subliminally the grim reality that confronts Monkey, but it serves only to 

stimulate "the sprouting" o f Monkey's "religious inclination" (Yu 1977:1.73 and

Wu 1973:7), and to steel his determination to seek the elixir, so that he can carve a niche for 

himself among "the Buddhas, the immortals, and the holy saints"~the three species o f  beings 

that can "avoid the Wheel ofTransmigration" (Yu 1977:1.73). He succeeds to a degree as he 

emerges the winner from that crucial confrontation with Yama. But he loses out in the end. 

Because the elixir has left his mind-fraught with human desire—unscathed, and the result is 

ambiguously that "He could be good" and "He could be bad." Not that there is anything 

wrong with the elixir—it is the source of the power with which he initially triumphs over 

Yama-but that the novelist tries to prove through his eventual failure that the elixir by itself 

is insufficient.

Certainly this critique is by no means a  passing whim from the novelist. As I have 

demonstrated, the path Subhuti carves out for Monkey derives from Zhang Boduan's 

religious thinking. Naturally, with regard to Monkey's fall, we should defer to Zhang 

Boduan again, perhaps to this poem in particular:

The elixir is the most precious treasure for the physical body.
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When cultivated to perfection, the transformations are endless.
If one further explores the true meaning of the buddha-nature,
One is bound to attain the ineffable bliss o f the birthless.

(Xue Daoguang 1977:4:2886).

Taken as a whole, Monkey’s two-stage quest testifies to the potency of the curriculum 

prescribed here. With Subhuti, Monkey first nurtures the elixir, the "baby" prophesied by 

his surname, and the variety of miraculous powers resulted constitutes his Taoist 

prowess--the endless "transformations" Zhang promises. His next step would have been, if 

he had not died a tragic death, to embark upon a similarly symbolic journey to live up to his 

first name-the realization o f the buddha-nature. As we indicate in the next chapter, the 

pilgrims adhere to exactly the same curriculum: they will not only cultivate the elixir as he 

has done, but will succeed to fulfill their buddha-nature as he has not. In other words, his 

collective reincarnation eventually fulfills Subhuti's vision by correcting his mistake.

However, Zhang's idea o f a double quest, in particular the stress he places upon if- " i f  

one further explores the true meaning of the buddha-nature/One is bound to attain the 

ineffable bliss of the birthless"-leaves much room for the novelist's imagination about a 

possible breakdown. In the foregoing discussions, we have noted that the sequence o f events 

before Monkey’s fall-his motive, his apprenticeship, his display of miraculous prowess and 

his ascent to heaven-is modeled upon the images o f Taoist immortals such as we see in Liu 

Xiang’s Liexian zhuan and Ge Hong’s Shenxian zhuan. The fact that the breakdown actually 

occurs upon Monkey's completion of the elixir-based "transformations" speaks volumes 

about the author’s intentions-to make an example out o f Monkey who fits the image o f a 

traditional Taoist now that he balks at further fulfilling the meaning of his first name. In this
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sense, the sequence o f events that leads to his fall--his appetite, his open rebellion and his 

reincamation-is simply a metaphor that dramatizes how dangerously it can be if a swift and 

timely transition is not made from elixir to buddha-nature.

If this assumption is valid, an interesting question immediately arises: who does the 

novelist have in mind when he dramatizes Monkey's breakdown by way of the appetite, the 

rebellion and the reincarnation? In other words, who serves as Monkey's negative prototype 

as contrasted to Huineng and Subhuti in whose images Monkey is positively characterized? 

The "transformations" themselves-Monkey gives them a detailed account whenever he has a 

chance-contains some significant clues to the answer.

A relatively complete list o f the magical feats Monkey is capable o f is found in his own 

testament in chapter 3 to his fellow monkeys: "Since I have known the Way, I have the 

ability o f seventy-two transformations. The cloud-somersault has unlimited power. I am 

familiar with the magic o f body concealment and the magic o f displacement. I can find my 

way to Heaven or I can enter the Earth. I can walk past the sun and the moon without 

casting a shadow, and I can penetrate stone and metal without hindrance. Water cannot 

drown me, nor fire bum me" ffc g  th A 'iz X M X tt i

M ; i i e n i i ,  mm-, a mn-, $ a nm, a &zm-, xxm
$§, (Yu 1977:1.103 and Wu 1973:32). Some of these powers-often those of

Buddhist origins-rank high on this list in anticipation o f the journey o f the mind the 

pilgrims are to undertake beginning with chapter 13. For instance, the cloud-somersault, as 

we have noted, has a specific Chan reference. At first Subhuti was going to teach him 

"cloud-soaring" H zr, a relatively slower way of negotiating the sky with which "The
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immortal tours the North Sea in the morning and reaches Ts'ang-wu by night"

W failb id . 1977:1.91 and 1973:22).6 Ostensibly the "cloud-somersault" is taught instead as 

Subhuti tailors the "cloud-soaring" to Monkey's specific need, but what it really does is 

continue the Huineng motif, showing Monkey’s caliber for Huineng-like instantaneous 

enlightenment, a unique weapon Monkey constantly evokes on the journey in effecting 

Tripitaka's spiritual progress. Also Chan-related, but not listed here, is the so-called "fiery 

eyes and diamond pupils" ^cB6^9f--a power Monkey is yet to obtain in chapter 7. In 

chapter 94, he explains the efficacy of this power: "The moment these fiery eyes and 

diamond pupils o f Old Monkey see her face, they will be able to discern truth and falsehood, 

good and evil, and wealth and poverty. Then I will be able to act to distinguish the right 

from the deviant" I f , f i m

flJJE (Ibid. 1977:4.315 and 1973:1281). Compare these eyes to the great Chan master 

Huangpi Xiyun's ?-850) conception of "true dharma eye" lE^IK : "Only with

this eye can one tell the deviate from the righteous" (Puji 138:62a).

The symbolic functions of these gifts will be discussed when we come to Tripitaka; what 

should be noted at this point is that Monkey derives these powers upon his completion of the 

elixir, despite their Buddhist origins. In this sense, they plainly all testify to the elixir at 

work, and to its powerful effect on the practitioner, showing further evidence of the tendency 

of the novelist to place what is Buddhist into a Taoist context.

Apart from the Chan-related powers, resistance to fire and water-and to lethal

weapons-ranks among the most often evoked of Monkey's gifts. As if to support Monkey's

6

Qian Zhongshu points out that Subhuti’s particular remark is based upon this particular line by LQ Yan £  
S -ff la M lS lH P S IS  (1979:4.1306). Cf. L0 Yan, "Jueju" i&tij or quatrains, No. 16,1990:2100.
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own claim, a poem in chapter 7 highlights in particular this power while celebrating his 

Taoist prowess after the celestial forces try in vain to execute him: "He cannot be burned by 

fire./Can he ever be drowned in water?/A lustrous pearl o f mani he is indeedyimmune to all 

the spears and the swords" SfltfeTJANIIfl'#

(Yu 1977:1.170 and Wu 1973:85). What must be stressed here is that this particular quality 

does much to cast him in the definitive image o f the most highly realized Taoist immortal, 

for this power has been insisted upon in Taoist literature as the ultimate hallmark of a 

successful Taoist quest. For instance, in Daode jing, a sure sign o f Taoist realization is the 

cultivated protection against weapons and predators: "one who excels in safe-guarding his 

own life does not meet with rhinoceros or tiger when traveling on land nor is he touched by 

weapons when charging into an army. There is nowhere for the rhinoceros to pitch its hom; 

there is nowhere for the tiger to place its claws; there is nowhere for the weapon to lodge its 

blade" (D. C. Lau 1989:73).

The power against fire and water is attributed in Zhuangzi to a "Holy Man" I f  A  living 

on faraway Gushe Mountain: "There is nothing that can harm this man. Though flood 

waters pile up to the sky, he will not drown. Though a great drought melts metal and stone 

and scorches the earth and hills, he will not be burned" (Watson 1968:33). As well as to the 

"True Man" J fA : "A man like this could climb the high places and not be frightened, could 

enter the water and not get wet, could enter the fire and not get burned" (Ibid. 1968:77). In 

Chongxu zhide zhenjing (True Scripture o f the Supreme Virtue of

Harmonized Emptiness), it is the attribute o f the perfected men: "The perfected men can 

travel under water without getting suffocated, tread in fire without getting burned, move
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above ten thousand creatures without getting scared" ^ .A M ff 'f^ S i,  1®AA$^

Z ± m m  (1977:19.14994), but it is also a power people in the ideal Kingdom o f Huaxu 

ty W fc Z M  come by naturally: they can "enter water without getting drowned, enter fire 

without getting hot, and be hacked at or clubbed without getting hurt" A A A ill, A A A $5s 

n M M V b i d .  19:14993).

In Zhouyi cantong qi (Book o f Changes and Triple Affinity), Wei Boyang

claims that the elixir enables one to "float weightless to faraway places, step through a fire 

without getting burned, and submerge in water without getting wet" A  A ^ l,

A jK ^ M  (Wuming shi 1977:33.26749). According to Records o f  the Grand Historian, the 

First Emperor of the Qin (H #alI, r. 246 B.C.-210 B.C.) was so hooked on the idea Master 

Lu sold him of the "True Man" J f A  who "can enter water without getting wet, enter 

fire without getting burned, soar over the clouds and air, and endure as long as heaven and 

earth" that he stopped calling himself "S£" and started referring to himself as "True Man" 

(Watson 1993:57). Together with the powers against cold and heat, these powers 

characterize one o f the "Eight Realized Men" A A  in Ge Hong's biography of Prince Liu An 

in Shenxian zhuan. The immortal describes to the prince that he himself can "enter fire 

and not get burned and enter the water and not get wet. Blades cannot hurt me and arrows 

cannot get near me. In winter, I do not feel the cold while in summer I do not sweat" A A A  

%  A A A « ,  'f l^ A 'f f t  t t t A * .  (13:6.6.2a). In Wuzhen houxu,

Zhang Boduan describes his idea o f the realized man in the same manner: "How can swords 

and soldiers injure [him]? How can tigers or rhinoceros harm [him]? And how can huge 

fires or flooding waters scare him? i&JnLiifiitF,

| 104

_  *

r ~
R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



(1977:4.2889). In Wuxin song (A Song to Unminding), he again stresses the 

elixir-induced power against weapons and wild beasts: "Unharmed by weapons, and fear no 

tigers or rhinos" (1977:4.2911).

More significantly, however, Monkey's characterization, based as it is on the highest 

form o f realization the Taoists can envision, is an introduction to his portraiture as Laozi.

The most important o f all his gifts, and the essence of the elixir, is the "seventy-two 

transformations" with which he escapes the "three calamities" HjJc Subhuti

describes in chapter 2, thus overcoming the chief obstacles to eternal fife. This power, along 

with the others, casts Monkey in the typical image of the most highly realized Taoist, but 

here a link need be stressed between Monkey's change o f shape and Laozi's change o f names 

as an escape from the calamities. In Shenxian zhuan, Ge Hong explains why Laozi has
I

assumed numerous names in his life: "As Nine Palaces, Scripture o f  the Three Fives and 

Scripture o f  Primordial Spontaneity all state: 'Everyone will eventually meet his own fate, 

but if he changes his name when the end comes to keep up with the changing primordial 

forces, he will be able to stretch his life span and survive it.' Laozi must have met his fate 

more than once; hence he has a few names more" $£ R  « —.H.&.)) Jk.

s : jn*mmmn ttm m
—, (Qtd. in Li Fang 1970:1.2a). According to Gujin tushu jicheng

$ $ 1 $  (The Chinese Encyclopedia), Laozi has altogether thirty-six titles and seventy-two 

names (Chen Menglei 1964:62.185). But the most complete list o f

Laozi's names may perhaps be found in Xie Shouhao's ( i l f^ ® , 1134-1212) Hunyuan 

shengji (A Chronicle on the Sage o f Vortical Primordiality). Here Laozi
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possesses numerous names as he assumes a new one each time he manifests himself on 

earth, which he does frequently. What binds Monkey to Laozi is the motif o f  cheating fate, 

one by changing shape while the other by changing names. On the basis of such close 

proximity, Qian Zhongshu suggests a connection (1979:4.1550).

The link may be highly probable, but why does the number "seventy-two" figure so 

prominently in Monkey's life? Surely Laozi has "seventy-two" names, as Gujin tushu 

jicheng  indicates, but a more likely source is, I think, the seventy-two bodily marks 

attributed to the same Taoist sage. According to Sandong zhunang ~EM $& k (A Pouch of 

Pearls From the Three Grottos), which cites Laozi huahu jing  (Scripture of

Laozi who Proselytizes the Western Barbarians) as its source, "Lao Tzu exhibits seventy-two 

marks of the diamond body, with dark-green hair, and a purple complexion radiating light" 

(4 ? ^ # ^ !  £ H ! l i n  addition to eighty-one minor marks 

AH— (Wang Xuanhe 1977:42.33875-76).7 And as the same work indicates, "One who 

achieves the highest form of Taoist realization with a full display of all the seventy-two 

marks ascends to heaven in broad daylight" Jfl!l & 0 frJ& i (Ibid.

42:33875). Apparently, these bodily displays originated from the Buddhist conception of the 

Buddha's thirty-two main bodily marks and eighty minor ones A + f t 1#?,8 but they

have taken on a new significance as the hallmark of the highest form of Taoist realization.

Cf. also Jia Shanxiang Youlong2huan  , 1977:30:23928.

8

There are different versions o f  these marks. For comparison, see "Sanshi’er xiang jing" H-f*— (Sutra 
o f  the Thirty-Two Bodily Marks) in ZhongAhan jin g  (Middle Length Sayings), T .26:l 11, Shijia pu
flaS ljf by Seng You ( - f i f e  445-518), T.2040.18 and Jing la yixiang  compiled by Baochang (3^1,
jl. 505-514), T.2121:15.
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That Monkey has exactly the same cultivated "diamond body" provides further 

evidence that the supreme Taoist deity is an apt prototype. As Laozi explains to the Jade 

Emperor in Xiyou j i ,  this "diamond body" is why the audacious rebel cannot be executed: 

"That monkey ate the immortal peaches and drank the imperial wine. Moreover, he also 

stole the divine elixir and ate five gourdfuls o f it, both raw and cooked. All this was 

probably refined in his stomach by the Samadhi fire to form a single solid mass. The union 

with his constitution gave him a diamond body which cannot be quickly destroyed" W W fo

rm, c t i ,  mrm-m-m#, mm,
f  (Yu 1977:1.167 and Wu 1973:82). But there is a 

remarkable sleight o f hand when the novelist makes the allusion: the seventy-two marks of 

the diamond body have become seventy-two forms9 Monkey assumes at will to replace the 

secretive and almost fugitive kind o f name-changing as a more dignified way to conquer

fate.10

9

Probably Guanyin has something to do with Monkey's transformations, too. According to The Lotus Sutra, 
Guanyin is able to assume the forms o f  thirty-two different beings, including the Buddha, the celestials and 
humans (cf. Watson 1993:301 -02). In Shou lenyan jin g  (The Sutra o f  Heroic Deed), these
transformations are referred to as "thirty-two bodies" H 'h U J l or "thirty-two responses" H + H & f  
(T.945:128-29). In Lidai shenxian tongjian  (A Universal Mirror for Immortals from All Ages),
the Numinous Lord o f  the Tao U S  j t  §  -o n e  o f  the Three Purities H tff that also appear in Xiyouyi-certainly 
reminds one o f  Guanyin: he "has thirty-six transformations and seventy-two images. He appears whenever his 
presence is desired, and in thousands o f  places all at the same time" ifc,
R  (Xu Dao 1976:13b).

10

Qian Zhongshu compares Laozi to a fugitive on the run who tries desperately to stay elusive 
(1979:4.1530). The seventy-two transformations became a commonplace in Ming fiction probably after Xiyou 
j i .  For instance, Yang Jian feffc and Yuan Hong both boast this ability in Fengshenyanyi ISfttifLJC (The 
Investiture o f  Gods). But in chapter 12 o f  Pingyao zhuan (The Story o f  the Pacification o f  the 
Demons) which predates Xiyou j i ,  the conception is entirely different. When Egg Monk f t  asks Sagely
Aunt a fox spirit, about the difference between the "art o f  the thirty-six heavenly ladle"
and the "art o f  the seventy-two earthly multitude" she indicates in her reply that these arts are
not all about the assumption o f  other forms as is the case with Monkey: "Heaven is yang while Earth is yin; 
Heaven is empty while Earth is solid; Heaven is superior while Earth is inferior, Heaven is simple while Earth 
is complicated. When the art o f  the earthly multitude is perfected, you can enslave only everything having
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As a matter o f fact, this is not the only clue linking Monkey to Laozi. In chapter 34,

Gold H o r n s l a s h e s  at Monkey with his sword after Pa-chieh idiotically blows Monkey's 

disguise, but Monkey "shook his body once, and brilliant red light filled the cave as he made 

his escape... For truly he had mastered this secret: coming together he took on form, but 

dispersing he became ether" W J t M T - -  JEjiSPUJjllJ

(Ibid. 1977:2.140 and 1973:471). To take on form or become dispersed in 

ether at will—this has also been regarded by the Taoists as a hallmark of the highest form of 

realization. For instance, this is Zhongli Quan's idea of an immortal: "Coming 

together he takes on form, but dispersed he becomes ether" (1977:4.5816).

But this power was first claimed exclusively for Laozi, as the Tao personified, in Laozi 

xiang'er zhu (Xiang'er Commentary on Laozi): "The One disperses to become

ether, and comes together to become the Old Lord of the Supreme High" WM

(Rao Zongyi 1991:12). Quite likely, the author had Laozi--the symbol for the 

Tao itself—in view when he gave Monkey this power, as he also did when he allowed 

Monkey the diamond body, and the seventy-two transformations associated with it. It is 

quite obvious that the author had combined only the best o f both worlds in Monkey's 

portraiture: he allowed him Huineng's intuition, Subhuti’s objective, and Laozi's immortal 

body.

form, and exhaust every transformation within the human world. And there is a limit to what it can do by its 
own destined nature. But when the art o f  the heavenly ladle is perfected, your spirit can visit heaven, and your 
name will rise above the normal run o f  immortals. Even the Lord in heaven cannot do anything to you” APB,m, m, m-, m, m-, m m.

m m ,  m m ,  3 i k f f l P F m M Z &  (1962:76). Here the earthly 
multitude is basically an art to exercise control over spirits. The notion o f  it being inferior to the heavenly ladle 
is also found in Lidai shenxian tongjian: "It is quite easy to defeat the earthly multitude, but it is a bit more 
difficult to defeat the heavenly ladle" (Xu Dao 1976:14b).
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But what has Laozi to do with Monkey's negative image, now that we can be rather 

certain about a link that exists between them? We should be reminded here that while 

converting Monkey into an embodiment of Zhang Boduan's vision, the novelist's artistic 

acumen and creative skill had elaborated upon the simple and vulgarized Monkey from the 

Yuan play, fleshing him out, as we have already noted, on the models o f Huineng and 

Subhuti. It seems only natural that comparison to Laozi can only be flattering in the same 

manner. As a matter of fact, the skills related to Laozi are included among those that enable 

Monkey to defeat the heavenly as well as the demonic forces. However, if Laozi always cuts 

a glorified figure, either as a legend or in Xiyou j i ,  Monkey does not, certainly not while 

making waves immediately prior to his reincarnation. I believe the author enhanced 

! Monkey's image in the borrowed light of Laozi only to place him virtually on a pedestal, to

situate him higher so that he could crash harder.

On the one hand, he built Monkey up so that his fall constituted a critique not only upon 

Monkey, but, through Laozi’s image, upon the traditional Taoist at his best. Having a mortal 

mind is clearly portrayed as open invitation to tragedy for an immortal. As Monkey's 

example indicates, the stronger his prowess, the more visible his impotence against the 

rampant "human mind." Monkey's eventual reincarnation completes the picture of an 

unfortunate victim of diabolical forces raging within the mind of a realized Taoist, forces 

unchallenged and beyond his control through his own failure to activate the dynamic 

potential o f  his buddha-nature. In this sense, the Taoist at his best is exactly the Taoist at his 

worst.
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Moreover, the introduction o f Laozi in Monkey's characterization represents, I believe,

the author’s effort to portray Monkey in the image of the "celestials" A A  Zhang Boduan

had roundly criticized. As we have pointed out, Monkey's profile coheres consistently with

Zhang Boduan's critique of the traditional Taoists of whom he has been made an example. It

is exactly for such Taoists as "gain no insight into the principle o f buddha-nature but engage

solely in the gold elixir" (1977:4.2907), Zhang announced, that he had

composed the group of Chan poems collected under the title o f Wuzhen pian shiyi icfU£!tn

jfi (Additional Poems to The Treatise on Awakening to Perfection). Despite his own Taoist

status, he castigated the traditional conception of Taoist realization in Chanzong gesong

sh iq u  zayan S’ (Miscellaneous Comments on Songs, Eulogies, Poems and

Tunes According to Chan Buddhism) that preceded the Chan poems. Here he compares the

realized Taoists unfavorably to ten types o f immortals 11 that Shou lengyanjing condemns:

Hence The Sutra states: "There are ten kinds o f  immortals who among the humans 
have so cultivated themselves that their minds are firm and highly refined, and can 
live millions o f years. But if they do not obtain the samadhi of true enlightenment, 
when their good merit runs out, they will still come back and scatter among various 
realms of reincarnation." Hence Bodhisattva Maitreya’s comment in Praise to The 
Diamond Sutra: "Despite your millions of kalpas o f life/it comes to emptiness and 
annihilation in the end" <(&£» zr: # + # f l l l ,  ^ r fZ F ^ -

75%, (1977:4.2907).

Here Zhang expresses his concern-utilizing the Buddhist conception of celestials-that mere 

elixir-based immortal life may not work in the end. The dramatic vicissitudes of Monkey's

11 For the ten types o f  immortals, see Pramiti, T.94S: 105-55. The scripture is suspected to have been written 
by a Chinese during the Han period (203 BC-220 AD). In that case it could have been targeted on the 'Taoist 
immortals" in the first place. See Robert E. Buswell, Jr., 1990:8 andRenJiyu, 1981:1071. In fact its explicit 
reference to practices such as "to visualize and preserve the body" (T. 945:145) and "to preserve the
body by food elixir" (Ibid.) do sound familiarly Taoist

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



career indicates that he exactly resembles such a "celestial": he ascends to heaven only to 

end up back in the cycles o f reincarnation.

It is rather clear that the "celestials" in whose image Zhang Boduan conceived of the 

traditional realized Taoists were practitioners who persisted in their refusal to realize their 

buddha-nature. Here again is where Laozi's profile comes in: the author portrayed Monkey 

as the Taoist as his best, to exaggerate his prowess, only to further accentuate his pathetic 

lack of spiritual revelation. But Laozi was by no means comparable to the "celestials," so far 

as the tragic end awaiting them was concerned. In order to portray Monkey's actual fall, and 

his victimization by the mortal mind, so that he fitted the profile of such doomed 

"celestials," the novelist needed to further complicate Monkey's characterization upon a truly 

negative model. For this purpose, he had further superimposed upon him the image of the 

followers o f the so-called "outside paths" and especially that of Devadatta 

the most infamous example o f deviation in Buddhism, to prove the insufficiency of 

miraculous powers without the benefit o f buddha-nature.

According to Da zhidu lun (Treatise on Great Wisdom) by Nagaijuna, the

Buddha turned down Devadatta's repeated requests that he be taught how to cultivate the 

miraculous powers. The Buddha insisted that the enlightened mind should come first. 

However, his cousin, a rival in many ways during their secular days, would hear none of it.

In order to accomplish his goal, Devadatta sought out each of the Buddha's disciples, but 

they all turned a deaf ear. Eventually his cravings were gratified when he turned imploringly 

to Ananda another cousin of the Buddha's. As absolute power corrupts absolutely, so 

does magic. Devadatta became so obsessed with fame and prosperity magic brought him

1 1 1
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that he tried viciously to unseat the Buddha. But he suffered serious consequences when he 

died and his spirit sank to hell (T. 1509:14.164-65).12

Devadatta has been held up by the Buddhists as a classic example o f how dangerously 

insufficient the miraculous powers can be without the realized buddha-nature, a theme the 

author appears to have avidly exploited in Monkey's characterization. But the same motif is 

also attested in Buddhist literature by examples o f the followers of the "outside paths" who 

often abuse their accomplishment for the gratification o f their senses. The Buddha himself 

has been a potent example. During one of his numerous previous lives, he was known as the 

Single-Homed Immortal who had acquired vast miraculous powers through years

of arduous meditative training. But he lost them all when he became infatuated with 

Shantuo HP&,13 a woman of loose morals dispatched by the king of Baranasi to

seduce him, in an attempt to break the draught spell the immortal had cast over the kingdom. 

Later he recovered them all, but not until he returned once again to the solitude of the 

mountains (Nagaijuna T. 1509:16.183).

Xuanzang (£31,600-664), the historical Tripitaka, recounts a similar story in Da Tang 

X iyu ji (The Great Tang Record of the Western Territories) which he dictated to

his disciple Bianji An immortal known as Rudraka acquired great magical

powers through meditation, but he quickly became enamored with a palace maid the king of 

Magadha had presented him as a tribute, among numerous other royal favors

12

The same story is told in greater detail in Baochang’s Jm g liiy ix ia n g , T.2121.113-116.

13

I have not been able to locate the Sanskrit for this name.
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showered upon him. As a result he lost all his prowess and, in his crazed anger, vowed to 

become a predator in his next life to avenge himself (Bianji T.2087:919).

The story behind Nagaijuna's own conversion testifies to the same theme. According to 

Kumarajiva's 344-413) Longshu pusa zhuan (Biography of

Bodhisattva Nagarjuna), Nagaijuna had decided, after he had tried his hand at almost every 

art and every subject of learning, that there was nothing left worth trying except for the 

gratification o f the senses. As part o f the plan, he and three best friends sought the art of 

making themselves invisible. They then began to frequent the king's palaces, impregnating 

the royal concubines. When the king found out, he managed to kill three of them. 

Nagarjuna alone escaped. It was then and there that he decided to turn to Buddhism 

CT.2047.184).

In Buddhist literature, the insufficiency of the miraculous powers is not only attested by 

examples o f their abuse, but also by those o f their limits in dealing with death, a motif 

relevant to Monkey's inevitable reincarnation under the Five Phases Mountain. In Zenyi 

Ahanjing, four Brahmans tried to escape death utilizing the five divine powers 

they had successfully cultivated (T. 125:668).14 They each took refuge in a different place:

1 4

Hie powers o f  divine sight divine hearing knowledge o f  other's thought f&Crifi,
knowledge o f  the former lives o f  self and others HMfrii and power to appear anywhere at will Cf.
Nagarjuna, T. 1509:97-98. According to the Buddhists, these five powers can be cultivated by anyone through 
meditation, but they themselves prefer six divine powers laying special emphasis on the power o f  the
mind that has stopped all its outflows HtJ&ifi. For instance, Vasubandhu c.320-400) indicates in Abi 
dam ojushe lun  (Treasury o f  Analyses o f  the Law) that the sixth power is unique only to the
Buddhist saints-the arhats, Bodhisattvas and the Buddha |T. 1558:142-43). Harivarman c.
250-350) concurs in Chengshi lun i t  (Treatise on the Completion o f  Truth) and names those who pursue 
only the five supernatural powers "practitioners o f  the outside paths" £ B f  (T. 1646:252). Although Shi Jianwu 
was a Taoist, he gave a succinct summaiy o f  the Buddhist views o f  the five supernatural powers in these verses: 
"The five powers are by nature servants in the Buddhist house/Dressed in green and missing a leg"

(Qtd. in Li Mingquan 1990:280). They should remain servile, and never be allowed 
to take the pride o f  place. The "missing leg” is obviously the enlightened mind.
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one high up in the sky, one underground in the diamond realm the third in the

depths of the ocean, and the last inside the belly of Sumeru Mountain ^Rffrllj. Their 

powers, however, failed to help them. The implication is obvious: without the Buddhist 

sixth power-that o f the mind that has stopped all its outflows $ t^ ii-- th e re  is no cheating 

death.

Now this fundamental theme of the miraculous prowess that turns powerless repeats 

itself in the Xiyou j i ,  becoming graphically embodied in the helplessness of the 

elixir-induced transformed body against the power of a polluted mind, and in Monkey's 

reincarnation that occurs as a result. Monkey is certainly reminiscent o f Devadatta and the 

followers o f the outside-paths: he wallows in the glory his prowess has brought him to the 

point of wanton abuse. But, above all, his career is highly comparable to that o f Devadatta: 

his quest for the prowess, his growing obsession with it, his attempt to unseat his 

superior--in this case the Jade Emperor. And like Devadatta-and to some extent those 

Brahmans-the prowess he has acquired has not helped him escape death he brings down 

upon himself.

So far we have explored the significance o f Monkey's expulsion from heaven as a 

setback both in Monkey's personal experience and in the larger context o f Zhang Boduan’s 

theology. Monkey's fall is a metaphor which represents the single-minded devotion to the 

elixir as religious deviation, hazardous to the very goal the protagonist sets out to fulfill.

The cause of Monkey's failure-the polluted mind-just does not appear out of the blue; it 

originated with the Water-Curtain, the epitome o f the mundane human existence prior to his 

exposure to the Tao. It had flared up earlier when Monkey transformed into a pine tree in
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chapter 2, winning enthusiastic applause from his fellow disciples, to the great displeasure of 

Subhuti who immediately sent him packing. His open rebellion is the point of its 

culmination, after which the human mind assumes the forms o f various demons for him to 

combat on the journey, as we will demonstrate in the following chapters. In other words, the 

whole novel is an extended metaphor which represents Monkey's effort to fulfill the promise 

in his name. The quest for the elixir brings to fruition the potential o f his surname; the chain 

of events before and after this quest-the water-curtain, the rebellion, the reincarnation, and 

the joumey-serves the sole purpose o f introducing the theme o f his first name.

The point at which the novelist picks up Zhang Boduan's theology and expresses it in the 

graphic detail of action and characters is subtle and tricky. While adhering to the Taoist 

vision, he shows a free hand in selecting whatever serves his purpose. It is a daunting task to 

give form to Zhang’s concern over possible reincarnation. However, the novelist has 

accomplished it by first patterning Monkey upon Laozi, setting him up as the Taoist at his 

best. But Monkey has been placed on the pedestal so that he can fall harder. The novelist 

then shows ingenuity by further enlisting the images of Devadata and the followers of the 

outside-paths in characterizing Monkey's spiritual pollution that proves to be the Achilles' 

heel in his otherwise invincible armory.
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CHAPTER 5

TRIPIT AKA AS THE STONE MONKEY AND MONKEY 
AS “WAKE TO VACUITY” IN ACTION

In chapter 4, we established the possibility of the stone monkey’s death and reincarnation 

by exploring the symbolic meaning of the Five Phases Mountain; the implications o f his 

tragic death hold the clue to his unusually eventful passage from the stage of the elixir to that 

of the buddha-nature when we place them in the context o f Zhang Boduan's Taoist vision. 

But this has helped us unravel the mystery only with regard to one of the two fundamental 

issues we raised at the start of chapter 4. The other issue concerns the nature of Monkey’s 

relationships with his fellow travelers. Raising the issue presupposes our knowledge o f what 

became of the stone monkey upon his reincarnation. Note that we distinguish in this chapter 

between the stone monkey or the Taoist rebel from Monkey who joins Tripitaka on the 

journey. We have already remarked that the story of the monk’s birth occurs conveniently 

upon the stone monkey's subjugation by the five phases o f the material world, in other 

words, his death. This chapter seeks to demonstrate that the monk is symbolically the body 

of the stone monkey’s reincarnation. We will first look at the Huineng motif through the 

jiasha  $sjg£ or kasaya and references to “original visage” which definitively link

the monk to the stone monkey. But the religion Tripitaka practices is a more important clue 

to the monk’s identity. It is because o f his failure to five up to his first name--“wake to 

1 vacuity-that the stone monkey underwent reincarnation. If Tripitka is related at all to the

stone monkey, he should adhere faithfully to the two-stage religious practice as a correction 

to his predecessor’s previous deviation. I will demonstrate that he does, despite the fact that
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he appears to be purely a Buddhist with no apparent connections with the elixir. Naturally 

this conclusion leads to another question: if  Tripitaka is the stone monkey reincarnate, what 

is Monkey that endures the same hardships on the journey, and gains laurels with him? 

Together with Tripitaka, this monkey distinguishes himself from the other pilgrims in that he 

attains the buddha status in the end. We may begin by wondering why the Five Phases 

Mountain changes its name to the Mountain o f Two Realms W lrlil.1 Indeed, if the 

mountain has changed its name, is the monkey that emerges from under the mountain the 

same monkey that the Buddha has incarcerated? I think he is not. Like Tripitaka, he is also 

the stone monkey reincarnate, but there is a significant difference: he bears the stone 

monkey’s name. The main point I will make in this chapter is that Monkey, by carrying over
!I

that name, is that name in action. It is this name that defines the Taoist religion Tripitaka 

practices.

In the foregoing chapters, we have demonstrated how, when the author created the 

Monkey story, he had set up a context for rereading the Tripitaka legend. It follows 

naturally that Tripitaka bears the full brunt o f the changes the novelist subsequently 

instituted. For instance, Shihua begins with Tripitaka, and the Yuan play begins not only 

with Tripitaka, but with his birth.2 With the creation of the Monkey story, however, 

Tripitaka's birth is postponed until after the chilling finality of the stone monkey's death. I 

think this is evidence that the monk became the chief object o f the rereading that had

1!
For convenience o f  discussion I have changed "Mountain o f  the Two Frontiers” in Yu's translation 

(1977:1.296) to "Mountain o f  Two Realms."

2

Both the title and the text o f  chapter 1 is missing in the extant edition o f  Shihua. So there is no knowing 
whether it also begins with a brief account o f  Tripitaka's birth.

117

_ * 
r~

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



drastically changed the meaning of the entire legend that still bore his name. Now only in 

light of thestone monkey’s death can we fully appreciate the significance o f Tripitaka's birth. 

And there is convincing evidence that Tripitaka represents the body where the Taoist rebel’s 

undying spirit takes up residence.

It will do us well later to make it clear at this point that the pilgrim group represents the 

stone monkey's collective reincarnation. That is to say, each pilgrim performs a function 

that contributes to the well-being of the entire group. Conversely, whatever function 

Tripitaka fulfills derives meaning only in relation to the group as whole. There should not 

be any doubt that the pilgrims are supposedly one unified person. In chapter 100, the author 

points this out in a poem that celebrates the completion of the journey: "In its entirety
iI

Tathagata-garbha fallen to the dusty plain/Fuses with Four Signs and cultivate Self 

agai n"— ( Yu 1977:4.427).3 Despite its reference to 

"Tathagata-garbha," the idea expressed in the poem is not exactly Buddhist. No matter how 

much they differ otherwise, the Mahayana Buddhists all agree in ontological nondualism, in 

effect that "Tathagata-garbha" not only exists in the dust, but it is the dust.4 In fas Xiyou j i ,  

however, "Tathagata-garbha" is thrown out, like a fallen angel, from a divine paradise 

situated beyond the reach o f the worldly brood because Tripitaka has "slighted" the Buddha's 

teaching (cf. Yu 1977:4.425). Obviously this is the Taoist conception o f a dualistic and

3

I have changed Anthony Yu's translation o f  the first line»''One reality fallen to the dusty plain” purely for 
the convenience o f  discussion.

4

Cf. Fung Yu-lan, 1960 (trans. DerkBodde), Vol. 2, chapters 7 ,8 ,9 ;  Ren Jiyu, 1 9 9 1 ,2 .3 ,5 .2 ,6 .3 , and Lai 
Yonghai, 1988, chapters 5 ,6 , and 8.
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polarized cosmos with a heavenly paradise positioned away from a mundane earthly world. 

This coheres consistently with the general Taoist undertones ofXiyou j i .  Moreover, the 

author has obviously made an allusion to the five phases when he refers to the "four signs" 

Tripitaka gathers together upon his reincarnation. As we indicated in chapter 1, the five 

phases represent an symbiotic relationship whereby they produce each other. By making an 

allusion to this system, the author has made it clear that the five characters form one entity, 

in the sense that Tripitaka's cultivation calls for the combined efforts of all the five members 

of the group.5 This relationship has the added implication that each member is unique only 

as part o f the whole, or only because he performs a function that contributes to the collective 

well-being of all the others.

According to Mahayana, Tathagata-gabha or the buddha-nature is resident in the 

everyman o f the mundane world in a concealed state. As a member of the group, the 

function Tripitaka fulfills is exactly as the body where the buddha-nature is resident. As a 

matter o f  fact, the novelist makes a point of reminding the reader how dominantly physical 

Tripitaka is before he sheds his mortal shell in chapter 98. In chapter 22, Monkey challenges 

Pa-chieh to carry the master across the Flowing Sand River on a cloud, but Pa-chieh 

flatly refuses. He explains why he cannot do it: "The mortal nature and worldly bones of 

Master are as heavy as the Tai Mountain" jnjr£^H$cf ffilK (Yu 1977:1.436 and

Wu 1973:299). Usually Pa-chieh is quick with excuses, but this time he is not trying to shirk 

his responsibility, for the physicality o f Tripitaka is commonly referred to in the fictional 

world o f  theXiyou ji. At the Temple o f Five Villages 5 L E S  in chapter 24, Clear Breeze iff

5

For a study o f  the relationship based on the five phases, see Zhang Jing’er, 1984.
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Jxt, tries to get Tripitaka to eat two baby-looking genseng fruits A # H  as his master has 

instructed, but the monk refuses to commit what he believes to be cannibalism. For these 

fruits appear vividly human to his naked eye. In his comment, Clear Breeze points out that 

Tripitaka is so deeply physical that his divine nature has been totally obscured: "This monk 

has been so corrupted by the fields o f mouths and tongues, by the sea o f strife and envy, that 

all he possesses are but two fleshly eyes and a worldly mind" SPifrijH 5, JK N S

JL, (Ibid. 1977:1.468 and 1973:328).

The author himself steps in twice to clinch the point. In chapter 40, he comments on 

Tripitaka's display of generosity towards the Red Boy "Clearly this is a

monster-spirit who has transformed himself in this manner, but that master is a man of 

fleshly eyes and mortal stock, completely unable to recognize what he sees"

is  i f  w d .  \9n 2 . m  and 1973:554).

And in chapter 80 when the monk mistakes a rodent spirit called Mistress Ground-Rushing 

# y §  A A  for a proper lady who has come to harm: "She was clearly a monster, but the 

elder, being o f fleshly eyes and mortal stock, could not recognize her"

(Ibid. 1977:4.75 and 1973:1102). Actually Tripitaka is not 

unaware of this weakness himself. In chapter 91, he is quick to take refuge behind his 

unenlightened physical state on the off chance that he might appease the wrath o f the three 

rhinos who have seized him: "this humble cleric, who has only fleshly eyes and mortal 

frame, nonetheless has the desire to worship Buddha whenever he beholds his image. That 

is the reason why I impeded your cloudy path"
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zrgfr (Ibid. 1977:4.270 and 1973:1248). These references confirm beyond a doubt that 

Tripitaka is a metaphor that represents the mortal and physical constitution.

Now that we have ascertained that Tripitaka is the body, we cannot yet be quite certain 

that he is the body of the stone monkey’s reincarnation, unless we can also prove that he 

indeed originates with the religious deviate. One powerful proof is that he shares the 

Huineng motif with the stone monkey. In the previous chapter, we have demonstrated how 

the monkey king exhibits Huineng’s clarity of vision and intuitive power, and how Monkey, 

who carries over his name, is to bask ultimately in the same glory o f realized buddha-nature. 

But the Huineng motif also asserts itself through Tripitaka in the symbol of kasaya or holy 

robe. This is as much to say that Tripitaka is related in some way to the Huineng motif that 

characterizes the stone monkey. To put it differently, the function Tripitaka performs has to 

be closely related to the stone monkey's effort, or lack of it, to realize his first name.

According to Tanjing, Hongren handed over a kasaya to Huineng upon his disciple's 

enlightenment. He explains the significance o f the cassock to Huineng: "In those days, the 

great master Bodhidharma had just arrived at this land. People did not yet have faith. He 

therefore passed down this kasaya as the body of evidence to be inherited by the generations 

to come" (Zongbao

T.2008:349).(i There is a similar scene inXiyou j i  where a kasaya is transmitted to Tripitaka.

6

Hongren is alluding to a popular story concerning Bodhidhanna that is well recorded in Chan literature. In 
Jingde chuandeng lu  (Transmission o f  the Lamp), Bodhidharma passed a kasaya to Huike FT
with these instructions: "The seal o f  Dharma is to be transmitted as the inward evidence o f  the enlightened 
mind. The kasaya is to pass down as the outward confirmation o f the inherited message"

(Daoyuan T.2076:219). In C huartfazhengzongji (Authentic Lineage in the
Transmission o f  Dharma), Bodhidharma passed down an almsbowl apart from the kasaya (Qisong T.2078:743).

Another well-known kasaya legend in Buddhist literature concerns Maitreya who is supposedly to
succeed Sakyamuni as the future Buddha. According to M ile da  ch en gfojin g  (Sutra o f
Maitreya Who Makes the Great Achievement by Attaining Buddhahood), Sakyamuni left a kasaya to
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In chapter 8, the Buddha asks Guanyin to pass along a brocaded kasaya to the

prospective pilgrim with the assurances that it will "protect him from falling back into the 

wheel o f transmission" (Yu 1977:1.186 and Wu 1973:97). Surely the

circumstances under which the transmission occurs differ but in both instances the kasaya 

serves as proof for the privileged status of the chosen one as distinguished from the usual run 

of Buddhists. The kasaya from Hongren confirmed Huineng as the chosen one who had 

received the transmission of Dharma. Likewise, Tripitaka is the choice Guanyin has made 

only after long and careful screening. As a matter o f fact, the sole mission the Buddha 

entrusts her with is to select a qualified pilgrim to become a buddha if we take Tripitaka's 

final buddha status into consideration. Given the apparent link between the two scenes, the 

implications for Tripitaka's transmission are all too obvious: the kasaya from the Buddha 

similarly advertises Tripitaka as the chosen pilgrim to receive authentic transmission. 

Moreover, Guanyin announces in chapter 12 who should not wear this cassock, with the 

implication that Tripitaka qualifies exactly because he is a true monk who embodies the 

Buddhist faith: "But if the person happens to be a foolish monk who relishes treasures and 

rejoices in iniquities, or a priest who obeys neither the dietary laws nor the commandments, 

or a worldly fellow who attacks the sutras and slanders the Buddha, he will never even see 

my cassock” S J & 8 » 2 : B T

(Ib id . 1977:1.269 and 1973:160).

Mahakasyapa one o f  his ten disciples, and told him to pass it on to Maitreya when the laUer becomes a
Buddha As the story goes, Mahakasyapa has entered Kukkutapada Mountain $aE*lL|, awaiting Maitreya's 
arrival in deep meditation (Kumarajiva T.456:433). The same story is also found in  Zengyi AhanJing, but the 
kasaya is not from Sakyamuni, but from Mahakasyapa himself (Sanghadeva T. 125:788-789). As we have 
noted earlier, Tripitaka vows to seek rebirth in Tusita heaven where Maitreya is biding his time before coming 
down to the human world. Even so, the chance seems slight that Maitreya’s kasaya is related to that o f  
Tripitaka in Xiyou Ji.
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But the kasaya motif finds its most potent expression in the strife induced by the secret 

transmission. After handing over the kasaya, Hongren at once sent Huineng off with a dire 

warning: "You must leave quickly. I am afraid people might want to hurt you"

SA Ir'#C  (Zongbao T.2008:349). The master's warning came true when hundreds o f monks 

followed Huineng in hot pursuit as soon as they learned o f his possession of the kasaya 

(Ibid). Likewise, the cassock turns out to be a source o f trouble for Tripitaka in the Xiyou ji. 

It engenders conflicts in chapters 57 and 58 where the six-eared macaque's 

avowed intent to replace Tripitaka as the chosen one is particularly reminiscent o f  the 

jealous host that chased Huineng in order to displace the sixth patriarch: "I want to go to the 

West all by myself to ask Buddha for the scriptures. When I deliver them to the Land of the 

East, it will be my success and no one else's"

(Yu 1977:3.113 and Wu 1973:798). The motif again manifests itself in chapters 65 and 66 

where the self-styled Old Buddha of Yellow Brows declares to Monkey after he

captures Tripitaka: "I'll go myself to see Tathagata for the scriptures, so that I can attain the 

right fruit for China" H I E W  (Ibid. 1977:3.248 and 1973:903).

A more typical example occurs in chapters 16 and 17 where an ancient Buddhist 

patriarch tries to bum Tripitaka alive in order to seize the kasaya. A false Buddhist, the 

patriarch is meant to be a sharp contrast to Tripitaka, the true monk in the novel on his way 

to full realization. As the abbot of the monastery announces complacently to Tripitaka, this 

patriarch has accumulated a vast wardrobe of "over seven hundred" cassocks, for he "has 

been a monk here for some two hundred and fifty years." Despite all this wealth, when 

Monkey shows him Tripitaka's cassock, the old man is instantly seized with murderous
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jealousy. But his villainy eventually recoils on himself when he commits suicide upon 

hearing the news of the kasaya’s mysterious disappearance. Surely the fact that "two 

hundred and fifty years" brings him only seven hundred cassocks rather than what they 

represent, casts the patriarch in the definitive image o f "a foolish monk who relishes 

treasures" that Guanyin has rejected. Conversely, the one cassock that outshines an entire 

wardrobe further distinguishes Tripitaka as a Buddhist about to experience enlightenment. 

For, as we have indicated, the kasaya is the hallmark o f the chosen one, especially in light of 

Huineng's transmission. In this context, the patriarch's pathetic cry--"How can I become the 

Tang monk himself' {Ibid. 1977:1.336and 1973:217)--connotes only

jealousy and despair for having missed being the chosen one.

Importantly, it should also be noted here that the patriarch is not only a false Buddhist, 

but also a fake Taoist. In chapter 17, the abbot explains to Tripitaka how the patriarch could 

have managed to live to such ripe old age: the black bear "imparted to my master a little of 

the magic o f nourishing one's essence and feeding on breath"

(Ibid. 1977:1.358 and Wu 1973:235). We address the issue of "side gates" i^ H  in chapter 

9. Let us suffice it to say here that the patriarch should be regarded as a Taoist deviate, for 

only the gold elixir is considered the standard practice in Xiyou j i  as contrasted to arts such 

as these mentioned here. Surely the minor arts bring results-the fact that the patriarch has 

lived two hundred and fifty years is sufficient evidence; but at his best the foolish monk has 

achieved the status of human immortal A ' f l l l .  which simply means that he has successfully 

delayed death, but has by no means defeated it, unless he continues to cultivate the elixir. In 

this sense, Tripitaka is opposed to the patriarch in every way: the patriarch hankers after the
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robes, or what is superficial about Buddhism, while Tripitaka seeks what the kasaya 

represents; the patriarch indulges in irrelevant Taoist arts while Tripitaka cultivates the gold 

elixir in ways we discuss later in the chapter. This contrast is evidence that further testifies 

to the potency of Zhang Boduan's double vision.

Importantly, the cassock is also the focus o f the conflict of Monkey vs. the black bear in 

the same episode. Ostensibly the conflict is occasioned when the black bear steals the 

kasaya from the patriarch, but the cause is far more significant than that. As a matter of fact, 

it originates with Monkey himself. In chapter 16, Monkey would have none o f it when his 

master tries to stop him from showing off the cassock, the hallmark of authentic 

transmission, to the foolish monks. The subsequent attempt on Tripitaka's life reenacts the 

attempt on Huineng's life, implying that there is no room for vanity for those who have 

received Dharma. In this sense the patriarch's greed serves to mirror with painful clarity the 

same danger that haunted Huineng. But this scene in the novel illustrates not only the 

Huineng motif, but exemplifies through the bear the potency of Monkey’s human mind.

The relevance of this scene to Monkey's human mind may be established by the 

remarkable similarity between Tripitaka and Subhuti in their warnings to the Monkeys. In 

chapter 16, Monkey asks the master for the cassock in order to win the contest o f cassocks 

with the patriarch. But Tripitaka tries to deny him that pleasure by invoking a piece of 

ancient wisdom about human greed and corruption: "As the ancients declared, The rare 

object o f art should not be exposed to the covetous and deceitful person.' For once he sees 

it, he will be tempted; and once he is tempted, he will plot and scheme. If you are timid, you 

may end up with yielding to his every demand; otherwise, injury and loss o f lile may result,
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and that's no small matter" 'S fA ^z?: { $ £ —‘l£

as, m&L\ m%‘t\ mmt «t*gm mzmmnt, m  m  *
#  A # ,  (/Zurf. 1977:1.334 and 1973:215-16). Actually all he does is

repeat the stem warning Subhuti gave the monkey king prior to his return home in chapter 2: 

"I ask you what sort of exhibition were you putting on, changing into a pine tree? Did I give 

you spiritual ability just for showing off to people? Suppose you saw someone with this 

ability. Wouldn't you ask him at once how he acquired it? So when others see that you are 

in possession of it, they'll come begging. If you’re afraid to refuse them, you will give away 

the secret; if  you don't, they may hurt you. You are actually placing your life in grave 

jeopardy” W S A f T ^ # ?  » M # J A

% mtm aiAD&M, mm. mm, mm-, *m, mm-. fcz&
(Ibid. 1977:1.92 and 1973:24).

While the old patriarch's jealousy confirms the veracity o f both warnings, his suicide 

means only the end of one particular incident Monkey's vanity has caused, but not the end of 

the vanity itself. Here then lies the essence o f demonology in Xiyou ji: the black bear 

externalizes Monkey's vanity, as many other demons do the other aspects of the pilgrims’ 

spiritual pollution. The bear shares many of Monkey's qualities, as evidence that he is 

created in Monkey's symbolic image. One such proof is that he is basically a replication of 

Monkey in terms of his prowess. For instance, after two initial bouts, Monkey admits upon 

( Tripitaka's inquiry that "We are quite evenly matched" (Ibid. 1977:1.358 and

1973:235). But, more importantly, he replicates Monkey's folly. As soon as he lays hands 

on the cassock, he violates the dictates Tripitaka, and especially Subhuti, have pronounced to
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the Monkeys exactly the way Monkey has by openly publicizing his acquisition at a 

so-called Festival of the Buddha Robe

Unlike many other demons, this bear has no taste for Tripitaka's flesh. As a matter of 

fact, an open display of vanity constitutes the only crime he has committed, but this crime 

turns out to be the direct cause behind his own loss o f the cassock. In chapter 17, Monkey 

subdues the bear by fully exploiting his folly: he transforms himself into an elixir pill, and 

enters the bear's stomach after Guanyin presents it to the bear in the disguise o f a guest. In 

short, vanity is crime enough to confirm a direct link between the bear and Monkey. And 

the conflict o f  Monkey vs. the bear is a typical example o f how the demons are conjured up 

simply for Monkey to combat the varied forms of the pilgrims’ own spiritual pollution. In a 

symbolic sense, the bear is Monkey's very folly, for the only function he performs is repeat 

and dramatize that folly for Monkey to triumph over, to complete what the stone monkey has 

left unfinished in the first seven chapters.

As a matter o f fact, Monkey shows definitive signs o f  improved spiritual health so far as 

vanity is concerned. In chapter 99, the pilgrims return to Ch'en Village at 

Heaven-Reaching River half way back to China. The villagers would not let the

go as each vies with the other to entertain them out o f  gratitude for the removal o f the 

gold-fish turned demon in chapters 47 through 49. Tripitaka would want to flee the village 

in the middle o f the night, which reminds us very much of Huineng’s night-clad escape.

Again he harps on how the realized should stay out o f harm's way by keeping to themselves: 

"the people here have perceived that we have finished our enterprise and attained the Way.

As the ancients put it, The adept does not show himself/He who shows himself's no adept"'

127

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss ion  of  the  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



e m A & m m im m T .  & # r 3iA A $m & $A itA " )- contrary to his

earlier vanity and bravado, Monkey seconds his master without reserve: "What you say is 

quite right, Master. While it is still deep in the night and people are all sound asleep, let us 

leave quietly" (Ibid. 1977:4.411 and 1973:1352).

References to “original visage” 9  provide further evidence that the stone 

monkey has become the monk. In chapter 7, the Buddha warns the Taoist rebel after he 

openly announces his intent to replace the Jade Emperor: "Cut the nonsense! You might 

encounter such peril that you lose your life in an instant. That'll be a pitiful waste of your 

original visage" f l f f i f T  W ,  S  (Wu

1973:87). Here is further evidence that the monkey king eventually dies, for the Buddha's
I

remarks actually bring up the possibility of his death if he persists in his evil ways. More 

significantly, the Buddha makes an allusion to his "original visage," a phrase fiom Huineng. 

According to Tanjing, Huiming chased down Huineng, but he explained that he was 

not after the cassock; he was seeking the revelation o f Dharma. Accordingly, Huineng first 

asked the monk to cleanse his mind in a meditative state. After a while, he began to 

enlighten Huiming: "Think of no virtue, nor of evil. At that instant there is Master Ming's 

original visage" A S # ,  A S S ,  9  (Zongbao T.2008:349).

It is rather clear that the "original visage" designates a state o f the mind where all streams of 

consciousness, even the slightest stirrings of thought, no longer exist. This is then the time 

when the buddha-nature shines forth.7 References on the journey to the “original visage” 

serve only to testify further to the bond between Tripitaka and the monkey king. For

7

Cf. Li M in gq u an $B j$ , 1990:134-35 a n d N a n H u a i j i n 1991:45-46.
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instance, the author exclaims after the pilgrims obtain the scriptures: "Only now is the 

original visage revealed" (Wu 1973:1347). Remember the Buddha's

warning to the stone monkey about his “original visage?” The “original visage” failed to 

reveal itself, hence the stone monkey’s loss o f heaven; now it shines forth, hence the buddha 

status. Through these allusions the author has further established the fact that the monk 

represents a correction to the stone monkey.

Mow that references to the “original visage” link the monk to the monkey, the name 

"Gold Cicada" itself requires a different interpretation. This name identifies the monk as a 

potential buddha, for its symbolism coheres consistently with his avowed intent to "wake to 

vacuity." He is a potential buddha because his mortal constitution is not only home to the
II

buddha-nature, but also to the six senses that prevent it from shining forth. Evidence 

abounds showing that the six senses have so far prevailed. In chapter 24, the Immortal of 

Pacified Primordiality H 7C-J1 explains to his disciples why he plays host to the monk with 

two highly prized ginseng fruits: Tripitaka "happens to be the incarnate Gold Cicada, the 

second disciple ofTathagata, the Aged Sage of the West"

(Ibid. 1977:1.464 and 1973:324). At the end of the journey, the Buddha 

confirms this revelation when he explains to Tripitaka why he had to undergo reincarnation: 

"you were originally my second disciple named Master Gold Cicada. Because you failed to 

listen to my exposition o f the law and slighted my great teaching, your true spirit was 

banished to find another incarnation in the Land o f  the East"

m % z m ,  m m  m % ±  w d .  1977:4.425 and

1973:1361). Surely this is a symbolic Buddha making a symbolic claim about Tripitaka, for
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I

no one under the name of “Gold Cicada” is listed among the Buddha's disciples in Buddhist 

scriptures. Now that we know that the monk is the monkey reincarnate, the Buddha’s 

reference to Tripitaka's past again points emphatically to the monkey king’s transgression. 

Like many other names in iheXiyou j i ,  a name embodies the goal rather than reality. For 

instance, the Taoist rebel did not "wake to vacuity," though he went under that name. 

Similarly, Pa-chieh has a name that suggests religious discipline, but he usually fails to abide 

by it. In this same sense Tripitaka has been known as a "Gold Cicada," a state he is not to 

achieve until he casts off his physical body in a bottomless boat at the Divine 

Cloud-Transcending Stream 'fitikWL in chapter 98. The title o f chapter 98 celebrates his 

transformation by making an allusion to the cicada metaphor: "Only when the ape is
I

obedient and the horse tame do they cast their shell" {Ibid. 1973:1329). It

is only at this point that the novelist exclaims that "The original visage only now is revealed" 

{Ibid. 1973:1347). Seen in this context, the name suggests the objective 

the monk has yet to attain.

It is in this context that inability to pay attention to the Buddha’s teaching the monk and 

monkey both committed in their previous lives has become a significant coincidence. The 

Buddha's claim in chapter 100 about Tripitaka should perhaps be understood as a reference 

to the earlier exchange between the Taoist immortal and himself. Apparently the Buddha 

was the monkey king’s buddha-nature, for "The Buddha is mind and the mind is the 

Buddha" $ i[J  {Ibid. 1973:182). But the buddha-nature apparently lost out to

the wanton mind in this initial conflict for supremacy. The monkey persisted in his refusal 

to listen to the Buddha in a symbolic gesture whereby he rejected all efforts at further
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fulfilling his buddha-nature. The cicada had "slighted" the Buddha's teaching only because 

the monkey had, for they were one and the same person. Moreover, the kasaya and the 

“original visage” motifs both relate Tripitaka to Huineng, the most important o f the stone 

monkey’s prototypes. Seen in this context, it is not too much to conclude that the two 

incidents that involves the slighting o f the Buddha’s teaching are really the same incident. 

Similarly, the other pilgrims may all seem to have separate origins, but we will demonstrate 

that the cause for reincarnation inevitably relates each o f them to the stone monkey.

It then seems that the kasaya motif, the “original visage” and the name “Gold Cicada” all 

link Tripitaka to the stone monkey's unfinished mission to develop his buddha-nature. More 

significantly, the fact that Tripitaka replicates the monkey king’s Taoist quest for the elixir
lI

provides further evidence linking them together. This may sound surprising, since Tripitaka 

appears to be a pure Buddhist, but he is not. It is a symbolic scene where Tripitaka 

accomplishes the elixir when he liberates Monkey in chapter 13 from the Five Phases 

Mountain, now renamed "Mountain of Two Realms." Tlie events that lead to this meeting 

point emphatically to Tripitaka's impotency against the demons without Monkey's Taoist 

prowess. As a matter of fact, all accounts of Tripitaka's weakness are designed to build up 

cumulatively towards a climactic point at which Monkey can join him not only in a fanfare, 

but also in the most timely fashion.

It is necessary at this point to distinguish Monkey who emerges from under the Mountain 

of Two Realms from the old Monkey incarcerated by the Buddha under the Five Phases 

Mountain. If Tripitaka is part o f the monkey king's collective reincarnation, so is Monkey 

who joins hands with him from this point on. And the function Monkey performs should
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also be understood in relation to the stone monkey and the other pilgrims. That he carries on 

his predecessor's name only indicates that he is the old Monkey’s undying spirit as contrasted 

to Tripitaka, the body into which the spirit has made the transmigration. It is in the sense 

that the spirit resides in the body that Tripitaka is the nominal head o f the group; similarly, it 

is primarily in the sense that Monkey is the soul that he becomes the virtual and spiritual 

leader of the group which plainly acts as a unified person. As the soul o f this person, it 

remains entirely up to Monkey to finish off what his predecessor has left unfinished, namely 

to realize the buddha-nature. In other words, the primary function he performs is to live up 

to the first name he has inherited from his predecessor. But according to Subhuti’s two-stage 

vision, this function requires that he first live up to his last name.

In this sense, the circumstances under which Tripitaka meets Monkey become highly 

significant. That Tripitaka is powerless against the demons before Monkey joins him 

highlights his unrealized state with regard to the elixir. At this particular point, he cannot 

even begin to continue where the stone monkey left off, for he is not yet standing at quite the 

same starting-point where his predecessor began but failed to realize his buddha-nature. But 

everything changes when Monkey joins him. As an embodiment of the fulfilled potential of 

his last name, Monkey supplies exactly what we find wanting in the master. As a matter of 

fact, there is ample evidence that testifies to this aspect of Monkey's symbolism. In chapter 

8, the Buddha instructs Guanyin before she sets out to find a pilgrim: "If you encounter on 

the way any monster who possesses great magic powers, you must persuade him to learn to 

be good and to follow the scripture pilgrim as his disciple"

CIbid. 1977:1.186 and 1973:97). That the Buddha
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has to remind her about such disciples confirms once again Subhuti's double vision, for it 

implies quite clearly that there is no true Buddhist realization without the elixir-induced 

prowess.

Tripitaka's helplessness as he makes initial contact with the demons certainly bears out 

the Buddha’s concern. In chapter 13, Tripitaka is taken captive by a tiger spirit called 

General Yin and becomes unwilling witness to the horror o f cannibalism as his two

followers are devoured before his very eyes. He himself only narrowly escapes from the 

same fate when the Gold Star rescues him with the assurances that "Some pupils divine will 

come to your aid" (Yu 1977:1.287). The deity's promise of "pupils divine" repeats the 

Buddha's message, building up further towards a climax for Monkey’s dramatic appearance.

Tripitaka's helplessness is driven further home in the scene where he stumbles upon Liu 

Po-ch'in a simple hunter of gigantic strength. No sooner has Tripitaka escaped from 

General Yin than he comes upon "tigers, wolves, and snakes" {Ibid. 1977:289). At this 

critical moment, Liu Po-ch'in comes in a timely fashion to his rescue, but Tripitaka would 

not let him go when Liu finally has to take leave o f him, after accompanying him to the 

Mountain o f Two Realms. The monk is so frightened out o f his wits by these experiences 

that he humbles himself to beseech the hunter: "I beg you to escort me further" {Ibid. 

1977:296). Upon Liu's disclosure that "The tigers and wolves over there are not my 

subjects, nor should I cross the border," the master becomes so pitifully fearful that he hangs 

on the hunter's sleeves, tears pouring down his cheeks (Ibid.).

It is rather clear that Tripitaka's helplessness is meant solely to accrue to the favorable 

characterization o f Monkey as Tripitaka’s prowess. After Monkey joins him, Tripitaka may
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still be kidnapped, as part o f the Buddha's divine plan to have him endure ordeals, but the 

magic exploits Monkey never fails to perform set in bold relief his earlier hopelessness. 

Undoubtedly Monkey is meant to be an indispensable addition to Tripitaka. If the stone 

monkey’s tragedy indicates that a practitioner cannot do without the buddha-nature, the 

sharp contrast before and after the master meets Monkey strikes home with equal force that a 

practitioner cannot do without the elixir. We should be reminded once again of the fact that 

the prowess that enables Monkey to assist the master is derived from the elixir, which the 

stone monkey has acquired upon the rea c tion o f his family name. Here then is further 

evidence that Tripitaka is the stone monkey reincarnate: he has virtually become the stone 

monkey when Monkey joins him, for he has now come into possession the same miraculous 

prowess. To put it differently, Monkey’s appearance may be regarded as a symbolic scene 

whereby the master has successfully realized the meaning of the stone monkey’s family 

name. By the same token, Monkey bears his predecessor’s name exactly because he is the 

personification of that name. I will demonstrate how his triumphal over the demons 

represents a symbolic process whereby his master lives up to his first name, if his appearance 

marks the master’s success with the realization o f the “doctrine of the baby” in his last name.

It is therefore not Monkey, but Tripitaka, that has been liberated from the Five Phases 

Mountain, the symbol for the physical world. The question will then be: does this mean that 

Tripitaka attains the status o f a Taoist immortal at the Mountain of Two Realms? Yes and 

, no. Taken separately, Tripitaka dutifully fulfills the function of the physical body: easily

tired, constantly hungry, tearfully frightened, and regularly kidnapped while Monkey is the 

elixir, and impresses the demons and pilgrims alike with the full magnitude of his magic
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arsenal. But as part o f the pilgrim group-and only as part of the whole-Tripitaka has 

indeed become an immortal after he joins hands with Monkey at the Mountain o f Two 

Realms. As a matter o f fact, the series o f events at the Temple o f Five Villages 3£j£3j£ in 

chapters 24 through 26 is designed to indicate the status of earthly immortal the pilgrim 

group as a whole has achieved.

The strife involving the ginseng fruit at the Temple of Five Villages fully clarifies 

Tripitaka's symbolic achievement. Surely the fruit is some kind o f elixir: it is known among 

the immortals under the name of "herbal reverted cinnabar" 8 The link is further 

confirmed by the fact that the fruit is a "baby," for, as Tripitaka describes the two fruits Clear 

Breeze presents him, they look exactly like "newborn infants not yet three days old" (Yu 

1977:1.469). Subhuti has indicated in chapter 1 that the compound of tzu and hsi H  that 

constitutes the monkey king’s family name suggests the elixir or the “Doctrine o f the 

Baby." The stone monkey became a "baby" himself when Subhuti initiated him into the 

secret of the elixir. This is rather to say that the ginsen fruit is part o f the Monkey metaphor, 

but it is certainly to fulfill a specific function that the fruit happens to appear at a point when 

the pilgrim group has just become complete. The fruit takes an extremely long time to 

mature: three thousand years for the plant to bloom, another three thousand for it to bear 

fruit, and still another three thousand before the fruits become edible. And its effect is 

magic exactly because it takes long to mature: one lives up to three hundred and sixty years

8

The Taoist alchemists produced the elixir when they first subjected or cinnabar to a chemical process 
and then reverted the process. This process and its reversal would often be repeated several times. The result 
would then be called iE fl- or reverted cinnabar. For a detailed summaiy from the scientific perspective, see Hu 
Fuchen, 1989:229-266. N o cinnabar was involved later in the so-called "inner cinnabar" but the Taoists still 
used the same terminology.

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



i

by smelling it, and forty-seven thousand years by eating one.9 While the years are many, the 

definitive numbers only reveal the limit o f  its magic effect, especially when it is compared to 

the immortal peaches in chapter 5. In other words, the fruit is not merely linked to Monkey, 

but it is, I think, Monkey at a specific level.

The fact that Master of Pacified Primordiality who owns the tree is an earth-bound 

immortal holds a further clue to the issue. Upon Monkey’s admission in chapter 26 that he 

has destroyed the tree, the Three Stars on P’eng-lai $±H M --patriarchs o f the divine 

immortals-are stunned that he has the audacity to offend the "patriarch o f earthly 

immortals" (Ibid. 1977:2.4 and 1973:352). Monkey’s atrocity elicits the same

strong reactions from Guanyin who admits to her own deference to the "patriarch of the 

earthly immortals" (Ibid. 1977:2.12 and 1973:359).

Why is all this fanfare about the master's status as head of "earthly immortals?" Nothing 

if not to stress the fact that Tripitaka has become associated with an "earthly immortal" when 

Monkey joins him. We find further evidence in chapter 24 where Monkey mistakenly 

blames the local spirit for stealing the ginseng fruit he has just knocked off the tree.

But the deity pleads innocence, arguing that the fruit is beyond the reach o f immortals in 

lower categories: "This treasure is something which belongs to an earthly immortal, whereas 

I am only a ghost immortal. Would I dare take it? I don’t even have the good fortune to 

smeii it" % £ % £ £ ?  (/*/</.
9

1 Compare the fruit to the immortal peaches in chapter 5. Although the fruit takes as many as nine thousand
years to mature, it does not compare to the peaches that take as long in terms o f  its magic effect Remember 
that “One day in Heaven above is equal to a year on Earth” ^  F — B , (Yu 1977:123 and Wu
1973:48). That is to say the "nine thousand" years here on earth amounts to only nine thousand days in heaven. 
And in X iyou ji, the longer it takes actual time to mature, the more miraculous such magic fruit becomes. For a 
general discussion o f  time in heaven as contrasted to time on earth, see Xiao Dengfu, 1989:333-338.
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1977:1.473-74 and 1973:331).’° In light of these remarks by this lowly realized immortal, 

the Master of Pacified Primordiality instructs his disciples to offer two such fruits to 

Tripitaka exactly because the monk has reached the status.

The conflict Monkey vs. Master o f Pacified Primordiality remains the ultimate test for 

what kind of status the pilgrims have achieved. Sure enough, there is a visible limit to 

Monkey's prowess in his brief skirmish with the immortal. And this limit holds the key to 

the significance o f  the sequence of events at the Temple of Five Villages. After Monkey has 

destroyed the tree, the immortal tracks down the pilgrims twice in chapter 25, and captures 

them, Monkey mcluded, with the magic o f "cosmos in the sleeves" (Yu

1977:1.486 and Wu 1973:342).11 That Monkey is taken captive so easily poses a striking 

contrast to the stone monkey in the earlier chapters where no heavenly forces can contain 

him, not even Laozi, the patriarch of heavenly immortals. Only the buddha-nature proves 

the limit to his wanton mind when he fails, despite his cloud-somersault, to escape from the 

Buddha's palm. Accordingly, his inability to escape from the magic sleeves indicates that 

the status o f earthly immortal is the limit beyond which he is not yet ready to venture. The 

status is further confirmed at the end o f the episode by the bond between Monkey and the 

patriarch. Earlier the immortal has promised that he and Monkey would become 

bond-brothers if Monkey could bring the ginseng fruit tree back to life. When Monkey does,

10

For purposes o f  clarity, I have changed Anthony Yu's translation for j&{tl]--"demon immortal"-to "ghost 
immortal.” "Demon” has special connotations that do not apply here. On two other occasions, Anthony Yu 
has rendered the phrase as "spirit immortal" (1977:3.127 and 130).

u
The microcosm o f  the “cosmos in the sleeves” is familiar through the story o f  Hugong $ £ >  or the Gourd 

Master. For his story, see Livia Kohn, 1993:119-126. For a helpful discussion o f  the conception o f  
microcosm, see R olf A  Stein, 1990.
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he throws a banquet to honor his promise. In the context we have just highlighted, what can 

a bond-brother to the patriarch o f earthly immortals be if not an earthly immortal himself?

The importance o f Monkey to Tripitaka has thus become more transparent when his 

liberation at the Mountain of Two Realms is considered in light of what happens at the 

Temple of Five Villages. Upon his release, Monkey elevates Tripitaka to the status of 

earthly immortal. Moreover, the effect o f  this elixir is not lost on Tripitaka in his function as 

the body. In chapter 26, Tripitaka eats a "baby" as a symbolic confirmation o f the bond 

between Monkey and the patriarch. Remember: one lives up to forty-seven thousand years 

by simply eating a ginseng fruit. Actually the novelist testifies to the effect this event has 

wrought upon Tripitaka: "the elder's spirit had been strengthened and his body made more
i

: robust; he felt as if his entire physical frame had been renewed" i  IU 1

(Ibid. 1977:2.17 and 1973:363). Tripitaka's improved performance in 

the face of demons further brings out the significance of the magic transformation. In 

chapter 26, the novelist indicates that with the ginseng fruit, Tripitaka's "long life would bear 

the ordeals o f ogres" 1977:2.16 and 1973:362). Monkey himself

bears testimony to the novelist's statement when Tripitaka is captured by the three rhinos: 

"My master has the protection o f the Guardians of Monastery, the Guardians o f Five 

Quarters, and the Six Gods of Darkness and Light. Then, too, he once tasted the herbal 

reverted cinnabar" $

W b fo  (Ibid. 1977:4.281 and 1973:342).12

12

I have changed "the Grass o f the Reverted Cinnabar" in this line into "herbal reverted cinnabar," the 
translation for the same Chinese name in a quote we have used earlier.

138

„  v

r ~
R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



It seems then all evidence indicates that the Temple of Five Villages designates a status 

rather than a place. To be exact, I think the "five villages" refer to the five levels o f Taoist 

realization, or the five types o f immortals that inhabit the fictional world o f theXiyou ji .  Of 

course, the author cannot possibly be more specific about the symbolic name of the village, 

for it is his duty to suggest rather than to delineate. It is in this context that we see clearly 

why the pilgrims first arrive at the abode of an earthly immortal immediately after the group 

becomes complete in chapter 22. It is the author’s unique way o f reaffirming not only 

Tripitaka's symbolic quest for the elixir at the Mountain of Two Realms, but also the specific 

level he has achieved at this stage.

However, we must remind ourselves that the function Monkey is to perform is twofold, 

consistent with Triptiaka’s double objective. His appearance has elevated Tripitaka to the 

status o f  earthly immortal; in other words, the master’s experience at the Mountain o f Two 

Realms marks a turning point. Not until now is Tripitaka in a position comparable to the 

stone monkey when he parted from Subhuti. In chapter 2, the stone monkey transformed 

publicly into a pine tree, giving signs o f a vain and increasingly active human mind. The 

couplet at the end of chapter 2 clearly indicates that he was an earthly immortal: "The 

surname becomes one as he returns to its source./The glory is yet to come upon ascent to the 

ranks o f immortals" Jt i i . — ( Wu 1973:29). He had lived up to 

his surname, but he was not yet a heavenly immortal, not before he subdued the dragons and 

, confronted death, and certainly not before his summons arrived from heaven.

It is in the sense that Tripitaka now stands exactly where his predecessor stood that the 

Mountain o f Two Realms becomes truly significant. It was known as the. Five Phases
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Mountain because the monkey king forfeited his freedom to the dynamic forces of the five 

phases. Now it is called the Mountain o f Two Realms because it marks Tripitaka's entry 

into the realm of the immortals. At the same time it separates the realm o f immortals from 

that o f the mortals. Liu Po-ch’in’s mortal prowess merely anticipates Monkey's divine 

prowess. Liu reigns majestically over the "tigers and wolves" o f the mortal world, but the 

"tigers and wolves" across the border require a magic Monkey to handle. But it is a perilous 

world out there even for Monkey. The monkey king has already failed once. If the pilgrims 

fail again, the name of the mountain would doubtless change back again to the Five Phases 

Mountain.

This is all the more reason why the monk must attain the second objective--to wake to 

vacuity--if he is not going to step in his predecessor’s shoes. It is exactly to mend the old 

Monkey's ways, to forever stay clear of the five phases, that Tripitaka's avowed intent to live 

up to Monkey's Buddhist first name, or to "wake to Great Void" (Yu 1977:1.282 and 

Wu 1973:169) becomes meaningful. The pun on “wake to vacuity” harks back to the stone 

monkey's failure to fulfill fully Subhuti's vision. More importantly, it defines the second 

function Monkey is to perform in relation to Tripitaka. In chapter 3, we have noted that the 

monk can only "wake to vacuity" through Monkey. There is evidence to indicate why: 

Monkey is “wake to vacuity” in action. In this context, the fact that Monkey becomes a 

Buddhist is rather significant. It suggests that the Taoist prowess Monkey possesses is 

, turned towards the realization o f the buddha-nature as soon as Tripitaka attains the status o f

earthly immortal. As the novelist indicates in chapter 7, this power could be good and could 

be bad. Rather than allow the human mind to harm and harness it, the power has now been
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channeled towards annihilating the demons, the primary objective Tripitaka sets out to 

acliieve. For the demons are the products o f the mind, and "smelting the demons and 

defeating the fiends" (Yu 1977:4.425 and Wu 1973:1361) is the same as realizing

the buddha-nature.

The function Monkey is to perform is determined by the recognition that the master is 

symbolically the body where the six senses reign supreme. It is to help him transform into a 

cicada, to a buddha, to restore him to his "original visage," that Monkey develops into full 

confirmation o f his function as "wake to vacuity" in action. To be more specific, Tripitaka 

"wakes to vacuity" in a symbolic sense each time Monkey rescues him from a demon. The 

symbiotic relationship constitutes a corrective action in the context o f the stone monkey's 

refusal to subdue his own demons. Robert Campany describes seven steps in which the 

subjugation o f demons in Xiyou j i  "takes narrative shape" (1985:95-115).13 But from the 

religious point o f view, the whole process whereby Monkey enlightens Tripitaka consists of 

three steps: Kidnapping as Tripitaka's affinity to demons, Monkey as "wake to vacuity" in 

action, and Tripitaka’s rescue.

Kidnapping as Tripitaka's Affinity to Demons.

Tripitaka may appear a hapless victim o f demonic kidnappers, but evidence definitely 

points to the contrary. As an embodiment o f pure, religious piety, he represents that positive 

principle which, according to popular belief!, should remain locked in a bitter conflict with

13

Cf. also Robert E. Hegel's sutnmaiy in The N ovel in  Seventeenth-Century China: 'Typically these 
episodes begin with an encounter between the party and the prospective adversary, followed by an immediate 
attack on or abduction o f  Tripitaka that provokes a contest o f  wit, strength, and resourcefulness between 
Tripitaka's companions and the demon, final victory (often through the intercession o f  one or more deities on 
the side o f  the pilgrims) coming after a certain amount o f  suspense, dense descriptions and intricate plot 
manipulations, and a great deal o f  humor" (1981:142-43).
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the demons. After all, he is o f divine descent, for he is Gold Cicada reincarnate, a disciple o f 

the Buddha's, one who has supposedly cultivated himself during ten existences (cf. Yu 

1977:2.19 and Wu 1973:364). Accordingly, Tripitaka ought to show no mercy for his 

enemies. Conversely he ought to welcome with open arms any attempt on Monkey's part to 

vanquish the demons. Yet, contrary to these expectations, his kidnapping occurs only as a 

dire consequence of his affinity to the demons. The close relationship between Tripitaka and 

the demons is revealed by Monkey in chapter 43 when he castigates his master for not 

always keeping Xinjing  in mind: "you have forgotten the one [line] about 'no eye, ear, nose, 

tongue, body, or mind.' Those o f us who have left family should smell no smell with our 

noses, should taste no taste with our tongues; our bodies should have no knowledge of heat 

or cold, and our minds should gather no vain thoughts. This is called the extermination of 

the Six Robbers. But look at you now! Hankering after the scriptures, your mind is full of 

vain thoughts;14 fearing the demons you are unwilling to risk your life; desiring vegetarian 

food you arouse your tongue; loving fragrance and sweetness you provoke your nose; 

listening to sounds you disturb your ears; looking at things and events you fix your eyes. 

You have, in sum, assembled all the Six Robbers together"

zw&m. %m, m-, m  ***;
p i ,  m-, mm, m-, c ^ • 1 9 7 7 : 2 . 2 8 4  a n d  1 9 7 3 : 5 9 5 ) .

14

I have altered Anthony Yu’s translation for this line--”Though you may be on your way to seek scriptures, 
your mind is full o f  vain thoughts." Monkey is saying that seeking scriptures itself has become a vain thought. 
It is a problem with Tripitaka's "mind' ;££ as contrasted with his eye, ear and so on that Monkey counts off his 
fingers.
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These remarks clearly point out the nature o f demonology inXiyou ji: the demons 

merely the manifestations o f Tripitaka's six senses. The link reinforces Tripitaka's 

symbolism as the physical body and leaves the clear impression, despite the fact that h< 

potential buddha, that his natural proclivities, and his indulgence in them entrap him m< 

than the demonic machinations. As a matter o f fact, the demons themselves also disclc 

secret to Tripitaka's kidnapping to the same effect. In chapter 33, after he witnesses 

Monkey's prowess, Silver Horn fg$ | stresses the importance that Tripitaka should be s< 

manipulated that monk and demon be o f one mind: ’T perceive now that that Tang mo 

must be sought for with virtue and not be taken by violence. If we want to use force to 

him, we won't be able to get even a whiff of him. The only way we can move him is to 

virtue, so that his mind will be made to fuse with our minds, in the process o f which we 

plot against him, exploiting the very virtue o f his" f£#JE5iP^HS, R  'F  &T3P&.

Htfcw-s. r*mmm, w t t t ,  *
WfH£  (Ibid. 1977:2.117 and 1973:451). The Red Boy makes precisely the same disclc 

in chapter 40 upon his failure to make a direct approach to Tripitaka: "If I try to overpo 

them, I may not even get near them, but if I try to use the good to deceive them, I may 

succeed. As long as I am able to beguile their minds, I can trick them even with the go< 

Then I’ll catch them for sure" {§#

(Ibid. 1977:2.234 and 1973:552).

, These confessions, and Monkey’s remarks, all testify to a double symbolism o f

demonology in Xiyou ji. We will explain further in chapter 9 that the novelist's concep 

of demonology coheres with the Chinese conception of demonology in general. At thi
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let us suffice to say that a demon can be both real and symbolic according to this conception. 

A demon can be regarded as real, usually the spirit of an animal that appears in response to a 

false thought on the part of the practitioner, for false thoughts were believed to attract 

demons; it can also be regarded as symbolic, for the false thoughts that attracted demons 

became the demons themselves later in the Chinese mythology of evil. On the one hand, 

Tripitaka's "false thoughts" always remain part of the demonic schemes. And only as 

examples o f this principle do the Red Boy and Silver Horn both bargain upon his unwitting 

duplicity in their wily schemes. The key factor they both emphasize is to elicit his 

compassion. Eventually the Red Boy wins over Tripitaka's heart by posing as a homeless 

child, pitifully the sole survivor of a massive slaughter; Silver Horn appeals directly to the 

monk’s tender sentiments in the guise of a Taoist with a broken leg. In so doing, they 

successfully maneuver the master to a position of compliance so that he comes to them of his 

own volition. But the fact that the demons are but Tripitaka's own false thoughts strikes 

home with shattering impact that this kinship is of a symbolic nature. Only in this sense 

does Monkey's accusation--that Tripitaka himself assembles the six robbers 

together-becomes meaningful. However, while Tripitaka's demons are many, the false 

thoughts they represent concentrate on a few common motifs. Note that we will further 

relate the demons to the stone monkey in chapter 9, for he is the superb controlling symbol 

from whom all other characters derive purpose and significance. Here demonology is treated 

as a context in which the relationship between Monkey and the monk draws meaning.

One major motif focuses on spiritual defilement such the seven passions and three 

cadavers H f 3, and the avenues of spiritual pollution such as the six senses 7“TiR From the
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six robbers in chapter 14, to the Cadaver Demon in chapter 27, and to the seven spiders 

in chapter 73, the chain o f events all point to a strong feeling of kinship between the monk 

and the demons. The six robbers represent the foremost o f all demons, the chief obstacle to 

Tripitaka's spiritual perfection. As the embodiment o f the six senses, they are the breeding 

ground for "false thoughts." That they are the first demons Monkey kills after joining 

Tripitaka indicates that Monkey holds them uppermost on his hit list. But Tripitaka keeps 

criticizing him for their demise. At this point, his determination to seek out his "original 

visage" proves no match for his far stronger affinity to the combined forces o f the six senses. 

This bond results in Monkey's exile in chapter 27 after Tripitaka punishes him by inflicting 

unbearable pain upon his head through the constrictive fillet. Ostensibly Tripitaka takes 

punitive action only because Monkey ignores his order to stop killing the innocent, but in so 

doing, Tripitaka again becomes the stone monkey who had fallen precisely because o f his 

indulgent attitude towards his own demons. In this sense, the shadow of the Five Phases 

Mountain looms larger each time Tripitaka willingly plays into the hands o f a demon. But as 

the agent o f “wake to vacuity,” Monkey represents a built-in self-corrective mechanism the 

monkey king did not activate. In spite o f Tripitaka's warning, and perhaps because of it, 

Monkey kills the Cadaver demon three times as she manifests herself in three different forms 

in the symbolic sense of three cadavers which the Taoists hold accountable for voluptuary 

impulses.

As we will detail later, the image of the "six-eared macaque" in chapters 57

and 58 is derived from the Buddhist metaphor o f "the monkey of six windows" 3&. 

And the motif o f the six senses recurs in this image. Significantly, the macaque appears
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almost out o f  nowhere immediately after Tripitaka exiles Monkey for a second time. 

Monkey’s exile is a symbolic gesture whereby the monk lets up in his effort to "wake to 

vacuity." Although Monkey has killed the six senses once before, the macaque is proof that 

they can make a forceful comeback when Tripitaka's guard is down. As a matter of fact, the 

bond between Tripitaka and the demons still remains rather active more than half way 

through the journey. So it happens again in chapter 72 where Tripitaka walks into the trap of 

seven female spiders, the embodiment of the seven passions, when he volunteers, for the 

first time in his life, to go begging for food. The fact that it is a voluntary act--he overrides 

Monkey's objections, as he always does before a mishap befalls him--indicates his natural 

tendency to indulge in those passions.

We will treat Tripitaka’s sexuality in great detail in chapter 7; here we explore only how 

it exemplifies the monk’s kinship with the demons. In chapter 24, Monkey ridicules 

Pa-chieh who falls in love with a rich widow and her three beautiful daughters. Tripitaka 

may be firm in his commitment to spiritual perfection, Pa-chieh, as we will demonstrate in 

chapter 6, is the embodiment of Tripitaka's sexual drive, one o f the most important o f  all 

bodily functions. In other words, this is a symbolic scene where Monkey suppresses 

Tripitaka's sexual urges as he takes Pa-chieh to task. In chapter 27 Tripitaka tries to protect 

the Cadaver turned young girl from Monkey; but when he fails, he punishes and exiles 

Monkey, acting on Pa-chieh's advice. All this provides evidence that Tripitaka's sexual 

instincts can put up a stiff fight against a religiously chaste and chastened life.

Tripitaka's fixation on women finds its culmination at the women’s Kingdom o f Western 

Liang in chapters 54 and 55 where romance becomes demonic as the love-starved
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queen is replaced by a sex-crazed scorpion. In most cases, the female kidnappers have only 

one thing in mind-the master’s semen-an important ingredient in the concoction of the 

elixir the master cannot afford to lose. The queen herself may not be a demon, but the fact 

that her passion for the monk breeds a scorpion is highly significant. A kingdom in Xiyou j i  

is often the embodiment of a particular type of people. For instance, the Cart Slow Kingdom 

$3§.IH in chapters 44 through 46 which we will discuss later is the embodiment of an errant 

Taoist practitioner. Similarly the queen o f the female kingdom may be regarded as an 

embodiment o f the softer sex with whom Tripitaka gets involved in a romance. Here the 

monk’s integrity is again put to the test when Pa-chieh becomes spellbound at the sight of 

the queen. Once again Monkey wakes the master to vacuity as he comes up with a plan and 

rescues Tripitaka from the queen’s royal embrace. The scorpion that entraps Tripitaka upon 

their successful escape from the queen is the ultimate seductress who yearns for Tripitaka's 

semen to such an extent that she became a virtual rapist. That the queen virtually becomes 

the scorpion fiercely obsessed with Tripitaka's semen shows how even a casual romantic 

dalliance may pose a serious threat to the master’s virginity.

Tripitaka's deception in chapters 80 through 83 also illustrates how sexual impulses may 

sometimes channel through him so forcefully that they overwhelm even the strongest 

defenses his religious consciousness can conjure up. In spite o f Monkey's warnings to the 

contrary, Tripitaka "rescues" a young woman in distress, who is in fact a rodent spirit by the 

name of Mistress Ground Rushing. Here as in other examples, his show of willful chivalry 

can only be explained as a symbolic gesture whereby he cannot resist indulging his sexual 

instincts. Like the scorpion, the rodent's avowed intent is to obtain his semen. Accordingly,
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the place where she makes repeated assaults on Tripitaka's virginity is appropriately a yonic 

symbol. It is "an opening to a cave" called "Bottomless Cave" in the center o f a 

boulder, and has been crawled over so frequently that "the surface of the entrance had grown 

shiny and smooth" (Yu 1977:4.108). Taken together with this cave, the place where 

Tripitaka first picks her up--a "black pine forest" H fe fr-c a n  only be suggestive of the 

same symbol. In chapters 94 and 95, Tripitaka becomes victim to another attempt at his 

prized semen, this time from the jade hare o f the moon. But by now Tripitaka has so 

extinguished his sexual instincts that he is able to stand unmoved, and become a willing 

partner to Monkey’s effort to thwart her designs.

In chapter 64, Tripitaka succumbs to a completely different kind of romantic experience
I

when a group of plant spirits kidnap him to the "Shrine of Sylvan Immortals" at the 

Bramble Ridge I believe this kidnapping is a symbolic gesture whereby Tripitaka

falls for "the demon of poetry" Unlike the other demonic kidnappers, these sylvan 

immortals have no designs on Tripitaka's life; they only want to "indulge rather in the 

composing and chanting of poetry" in the moonlight (Yu 1977:3.229 and Wu

1973:888). At least on the surface of it, this is an outrage Tripitaka willingly indulges. With 

this scene, the novelist probably alludes to a Buddhist practice which sometimes conceives 

o f poetry in terms of "demon." In Aiyin  7 (Passion for Poetry), for instance, Qi J i^ r S ,  a 

Tang Buddhist poet, indicates how "Just as I concentrate my thought and close the door of 

Chan/The demon of poetry comes barking in to annoy the lord o f India"

! ® P  (1986:2069). But sometimes this demon could be naughty, and refuses to 

be summoned when his presence is most desired. So inJingzuo # * £  (Meditation), Qi Ji
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I

complains: "Miserable: the demon of poetry favors me with no visitation/An appropriate 

time then for quiet meditation" {Ibid. 2058).15

Surely the "demon o f  poetry" in these instances is a humorous way of addressing poetic 

inspiration. But humor is the least the novelist has in mind. The fact that Pa-chieh has to 

destroy these trees is evidence that the novelist considers poeticizing a hazard to the 

religious practitioner. Monkey’s remarks, upon Tripitaka's protest against killing, may 

perhaps serve as the novelist's comment on poetry and language in general: "they may 

become great fiends later, and then they will bring much harm to humans" (Yu 1977:3.237). 

Apparently reference to "Eight hundred miles o f brambles intertwined"

(Ibid. 1977:3.222 and 1973:884) constitutes further signs o f his disapproval of language. A
I
1 —

bamboo spirit, the Cloud-Brushing Dean clearly points to the symbolic nature of the

"brambles" when he refers to the "prickly riddles of my Bramble Ridge" and "its tangled

enigmas" (Ibid. 1977:3.228 and 1973:888). With this

remark he peremptorily dismisses the scriptures Tripitaka is seeking. But the Dean is a poet.

If he expresses Chan distrust o f language,16 he seems to have made an exception o f poetry.

Symbolically it is Tripitaka’s willingness to humor the “demons o f poetry” that has produced

the Cloud-Brushing Dean and his poetic cohorts. The fact the “demons of poetry” all end up

dead shows the author’s disapproval even of poetry.

15

The same phrase appears in a poem entitled “Yongju” by Lin Daiyu in chapter 38 o f  Hongiou
meng The first two lines o f  the poem read: I  (Cao Xueqin
1982:323). Yang Hsien-yi translates them as follows: "Day and night the imp o f poetry assails
menyskirting the fence, leaning on the rock, they start chanting" (1978:361). David Hawkes renders them as 
follows: "Down garden walks, in search o f  inspiration/A restless demon drives me all the time" (1979:231).

16

Zhou Yukai gives a summary on this view (1992:22-23).
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The author’s critique of poeticizing may be related to the Buddhist distrust of language, 

but perhaps it has more to do with his perception o f the nature o f poetry. It is significant that 

Tripitaka's bold foray into poetry turns out to be another occasion for attempted rape. An 

"Apricot Immortal" ^ l i ] ,  an apricot spirit in the guise of a young woman, appears out of 

nowhere and expresses her strong sexual yearnings for the handsome monk just as he warms 

up to the poetic rendezvous. Polite and poetic up to this minute, the male demons abruptly 

turn raucous and sadistically violent as she puts on her charms, all fiercely determined to 

play the matchmaker. The novelist's objection to poetry on the ground of its potential sexual 

potency is not unfounded. According to Charles Darwin, poetry originates in the "musical 

notes and rhythm" with which the progenitors of man endeavored to charm the opposite sex:

i
"the impassioned orator, bard, or musician, when with his varied tones and cadences he 

excites the strongest emotions in his hearers, little suspects that he uses the same means by 

which his half-human ancestors long ago aroused each other's ardent passions, during their 

courtship and rivalry" (1936:880-881). And as Zhu Guangqian has noted, Darwin's 

remarks are particularly true of Chinese poetry (1994:341-346). But despite the harsh 

undertones, the novelist's strictures on poetry should obviously be understood only in a 

religious context.

A fourth motif that illustrates the monk’s demonic affiliations consists of occasions on 

which he strays from the Subhuti’s religious vision. The Gold Horn and Silver Horn 

brothers in chapters 32 through 35 represent "side gates." One point we stress repeatedly 

throughout this study is that a demon that flees his or her master often represents his or her 

departure from what that particular master embodies. As the grand patriarch of heavenly
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immortals, Laozi is a potent symbol o f immortal life through his famous brazier o f eight 

trigrams in which the elixir is made. By fleeing from Laozi, the Gold and Silver Horns have 

degenerated into a pathetic travesty o f what he stands for. Although they possess vast 

powers, they succumb inevitably to Yama, showing a striking contrast to Monkey's 

elixir-induced immortal body. We will return to the error they have committed in chapter 9, 

but it must be clarified at this point how their error should be distinguished from that o f the 

monkey king. The stone monkey became so immersed in the elixir that he did not realize 

that it was of supreme importance that he take immediate action to realize his 

buddha-nature, by contrast these two brothers chase only the illusion of miraculous prowess 

by practicing what has been known as xiaoshu / J ^  or “minor arts.” These arts may
II

produce quick results, as we will indicate in greater detail in chapter 9, but they become 

totally irrelevant when it comes to matters o f life and death. That monk and demon become 

of one mind indicates Tripitaka’s infatuation with the charade o f their magic prowess. A 

more typical example occurs in chapters 65 and 66 where Tripitaka falls piously on his knees 

before the self-styled Old Buddha of Yellow Brows against Monkey’s better judgment. The 

monastery is called "Small Thunderclap Monastery’’ /JVb3eTtF at a place called ’’Little 

Western Heaven" as contrasted to Sakyamuni’s "Thunderclap Monastery" and 

Amitabha's "Western Heaven." Although he betrays Maitreya rather than Sakyamuni, the 

Old Buddha of Yellow Brows is clearly reminiscent of Devadatta who broke away from 

Sakyamuni and set up a cult of his own. But, apparently, the symbolic suggestions o f the 

names point directly to the Buddhist practices known as Hinayana or the "lesser vehicle" /h  

^t. The symbolic deviation is further confirmed when the villain turns out to be merely one
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of Maitreya's attendants. Thus he is a Buddhist who either pretends to full realization or 

honestly assumes that he has attained full realization the way five thousand Buddhists did at 

the beginning of Fahua jin g  (Lotus Sutra).17 The fact that Tripitaka readily 

succumbs to the image of a false buddha testifies to his departure from the teaching o f Chan 

Buddhism which opposes all kinds o f idol worship. Accordingly, Monkey is imprisoned by 

the demon in a symbolic gesture whereby Tripitaka fails to abide by his effort to "wake to 

vacuity." In chapters 91 and 92, Tripitaka succumbs again to false buddhas, but this time it 

is three rhinos who pretend rather than presume. Each year these rhinos assume the images 

of buddhas in order to collect specially blended fragrant oil worth fifty thousand taels of 

silver, which constitutes a heavy drain on the worshipers (cf. Yu 1977:4.365). The fact that
!I

worship of idols turns out to be worship of demons indicates beyond a doubt the novelists 

disapproval o f the practice in favor o f the Chan approach Monkey' represents.

In chapters 85 and 86, Tripitaka shows his kinship with the self-styled "Great King of 

South Mountain" The wickedness o f this demon is indicated by the presumption

of his title. To liken long life to the South Mountain-Mount Zhongnan --begins 

probably with these lines from Shijing (Classic of Poetry): "Like the moon advancing 

to the full/Like the sun ascending the heavens/Like the age o f southern hills/Never waning, 

never falling" ZLUl, 0 Z f h  (James Legge 1960:257-58 and

Yuan Mei 1981:21). By conferring upon himself that title, the leopard mistakenly assumes

17

Five thousand monks, nuns, laymen and laywomen "immediately rose from their seats, bowed to the 
Buddha, and withdrew" from the assembly when the Buddha agreed, upon repeated requests from his disciples, 
to preach the theory o f  "expedient means" j : { %. They exhibited such arrogance because "What they had not 
attained they supposed they had attained, what they had not understood they supposed they had understood" 
(Watson 1993:30).
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that he has achieved the highest form of Taoist rea c tion while in fact he falls tar short of 

the goal. Hence Monkey picks fault in particular with his bloated sense o f accomplishment: 

"You audacious hairy clod! How many years have you lived that you dare assume the title, 

South Mountain? Old Ruler Li happens to be the patriarch o f creation, but he still sits to the 

right of Supreme Purity. The Buddha Tathagata is the honored one who governs the world, 

and yet he still sits beneath the great roc. K'ung the Sage is the founder of Confucianism, 

but he assumes the mere title of Master" | t ^ " ^ l l j "

? L i b U M I t f c £ 4 , ( Y u  1977:2.180 and Wu 1973:1182). Monkey 

questions his presumption by holding up the examples of modesty that happen to represent

I
the highest forms of realization with the implication that presumption is the clearest sign of 

lack of realization. As in other examples, Tripitaka's kidnapping is a metaphor that 

represents his loss to spiritual defilements, but this time evidence points to a man more 

intent on resting on his laurels than making further efforts, an earthly immortal anxious to 

believe that he is already there.

Tripitaka's kidnapping by the Ninefold-Numina Primal Sage in chapters 89

through 90 also constitutes evidence of his demonic kinship, but this time the "demon" is his 

lapse from vigilance. The origination of the story is a pun on Jlf or teacher and P  or lion, 

both pronounced as s h in In chapter 90, Devaraja Virupaksa points this

connection out to Monkey after the latter regales him with the whole story: "It's precisely

18

The pun can be regarded as another instance of"misprision." Cf. the discussion o f  the dark bull in chapter 
9 o f  this study.
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because you desired to be someone's teacher that you got into trouble with a den of lions" UP

mm 1 9 7 7 : 4 . 3 5 0  a n d  1 9 7 3 : 1 2 3 5 ) .

On the surface o f it, the story may seem to dramatize Mencius' dictum that "The problem 

with man is his penchant for teaching" A ( J i a o  Xun 15:14b), but it does 

not. It revolves around the loss and recovery of the weapons--the cudgel, the muckrake, and 

the staff-Monkey and his two brothers leave behind for the ironsmiths to use as models in 

fashioning weapons for the three princes o f the Jade-Flower District It should be

noted here that weapons the demons and pilgrims use are often the symbols for the elixir or 

the Tao. For instance, the muckrake is a definitive symbol for the elixir. It is not only made 

in Laozi's brazier o f eight trigrams, but, according to Pa-chieh, "Lao Tzu himself wielded the 

large hammer" I  {Ibid. 1977:1.385 and Wu 1973:257). By leaving the

weapons behind the pilgrims symbolically part with the Tao, thus leaving the door wide 

open for the demons. The novelist clearly points to this moral at the end of chapter 88 after 

a Yellow Lion steals all the three weapons: "Tao can't be left for a moment;/What can be 

left is not the Tao" RTKftBtifc {Ibid. 1977:4.225 and 1973:1215).19

Surely it is not that to be a teacher is demonic, but that in doing so the pilgrims carelessly 

shut off their defenses. According to the edition with commentary attributed to Li Zhi ( $

1527-1602), the lions represent "the crowding ofthoughts" (1994:1218).20 With a

1 9

This line originally comes from Zhongyong ‘fUfr. but it does not stand out in the Taoist context because o f  
its explicit reference to ’Tao." Cf. Zhu Xi 1968:1.

20

The relevant line at the end o f  chapter 90 reads: 7&'(1\ lE;*." The same line also occurs
in Wang Xiangxu’s edition (Huang Yongnian 1993:764) as well as Chen Shibin’s (1968:911). But in the more 
popular edition by Renmin wenxue chubanshe die same line reads: T&'fr
IE *"  (Wu 1973:1239).
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lapse of vigilance, the pilgrims, as a unified person, have abandoned themselves to the 

ravaging lions o f "thoughts" generated by the human mind. Tripitaka's kidnapping following 

this error reaffirms the supreme importance of adhering permanently to a spiritual condition 

o f no thought.

Monkey as "Wake to Vacuity" in Action.

As we have noted, Tripitaka's objective-to "wake to Great Void" (Yu 

1977:1.282 and Wu 1973:169)—is a play on Monkey's name. Tripitaka fulfills this objective 

each time he survives a demonic assault, but the objective is fully realized only when he 

eventually becomes a buddha himself. This is rather to say that Monkey embodies 

Tripitaka's objective. He wakes Tripitaka to vacuity each time he liberates the master from a 

demon in a discernible design to reduce his master's overall affinity to the demons, and help 

him towards the full revelation of his buddha-nature in the end. Basically Monkey takes two 

steps to effect Tripitaka's spiritual transformation from a nymph to a cicada. Usually 

Tripitaka cannot tell right from wrong, for he has the basic tendency of the body to rely upon 

the six senses, and consequently always plays into a demon’s hands. This heavy reliance on 

the six senses, which characterizes all mundane existence, constitutes demonic affinity. 

Accordingly, Monkey’s primary duty is to enlighten his master on the demon's deception. If 

unsuccessful--the master never fails to betray his initial effort-Monkey has to take the next 

step to identify the demon.

For all their variety, the demons all adhere to the basic deception plot the Silver Horn 

and the Red Boy have revealed. From the Cadaver Demon in chapter 27 who initializes 

deception as a stratagem to ensnare Tripitaka, to the Jade Hare o f the moon in chapter 95
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who makes the last use o f the same ploy, they all try to touch Tripitaka's heartstrings by way 

o f disguise. To counter the stratagem, Monkey chiefly relies upon the "Fiery Eyes and 

Diamond Pupils" that the stone monkey had first acquired in Laozi's brazier of eight trigrams 

in chapter 7. As we have indicated, this power celebrates the wonderful effect of the elixir 

despite the fact that the stone monkey's cankerous mind grew rampant as he advanced from 

earth to heaven, and from earthly immortal to heavenly immortal. That Monkey uses this 

power to aid Tripitika has a specific significance. It signals a redirection of the elixir-based 

prowess towards the removal of the human mind, and the subordination of the realized last 

name to the realization of the first.

As we have noted earlier, these fiery eyes are a metaphor that represents the Buddhist 

"dharma eye" with which the Buddhists distinguish right from wrong. Accordingly, they 

enable Monkey to expose a demon's true nature by piercing through his or her resemblance 

o f innocence. The supreme importance o f this particular prowess is attested by its evocation 

almost every time a demon tries to entrap Tripitaka with his or her wily machinations. In 

chapter 27, Monkey thrice pierces the Cadaver Demon as she successively assumes the 

disguises of a beautiful young lady, a withered old woman, and a doddering old man. 

Similarly, Monkey correctly identifies the four bodhisattvas in chapter 23, despite their 

disguise as worldly women.

Although Monkey sees through a demon's disguise in every instance without fail, this by 

no means guarantees that Tripitaka stays out of harm's way. On the contrary, the master is 

always kidnapped despite Monkey’s timely warning. If anything, the master's inability to 

take advantage of Monkey's advice only confirms the compelling need of the worldly man to
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indulge the six senses at this early stage of the journey. In chapter 33, Silver Horn assumes 

the disguise of a Taoist, supposedly the victim o f a tiger attack. Monkey sees through it, but 

to no avail, for Tripitaka would not believe him. Similarly, Monkey recognizes the Red Boy 

as a demon, but Tripitaka rewards his loyalty with a threat to evoke the spell and inflict 

severe pain to his head. He again recognizes the rodent spirit in chapter 80; however, the 

demon outsmarts him by appealing directly to Tripitaka's heart.

Significantly Pa-chieh is often the direct cause o f Monkey's initial setbacks, an issue we 

address in the following chapter. The master is a religious practitioner. If he shows an 

affinity to the demons, he also makes a conscious attempt to get out of his habitual reliance 

upon the six senses. Seen in this context, Monkey really represents the religious
II

consciousness Tripitaka summons through sheer will power against every bodily instinct that 

says no. By contrast, Pa-chieh embodies the basic bodily instincts, hunger, sexuality, and of 

course brute force. Pa-chieh typifies these traits in chapter 23 when he ends up wooing both 

mother and daughters, not only because their beauty is dazzling, but also because they have 

land, and can afford to allow him to eat his fill. This is rather to say Tripitaka's link with 

Pa-chieh is the most intimate and most instinctual kind while his link with Monkey has to be 

acquired. As a result, Tripitaka often initially gives ear to Pa-chieh rather than Monkey. For 

instance, Pa-chieh has the total ear of Tripitaka in chapter 27 when he masterminds 

Monkey's exile.

The most notable setbacks Monkey suffers involve the Old Buddha of Yellow Brows in 

chapter 65 and the three rhinos in chapter 91. In both cases the demons assume the images 

o f buddhas. On both occasions, Monkey warns Tripitaka beforehand, but in one case his
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master dismisses him with an air of sovereign disdain, and in the other by turning a deaf ear. 

The author compares Monkey to Sakyamuni following Monkey's capture in chapter 65, 

paying the highest possible compliment on his dharma eye: "The green-eyed Monkey knows 

true from false" 118111$ JLiKfixK (Wu 1973:899). Of course, the "green-eyed Monkey" jft 

i||$U L is a pun on the "green-eyed barbarian" H8Hf$JL. According to Zuting shiyuan 

(Garden of Anecdotes from the Ancestral Court), this phrase is an allusion to 

Bodhidharma the first patriarch o f Chinese Chan Buddhism (Ding Fubao 1646).

But in this line by Lii Yan ( S S ,  798-?) in one his "Qiyan" -bef (seven-character) poems, it 

is plainly an allusion to Sakyamuni: "The white-haired Laozi: his brows hanging to the 

ground/The green-eyed barbarian: his finger pointing to heaven" H8H#!

(1990:2098).21 Probably the novelist had in mind the picture o f Sakyamuni 

fending off Mara's assaults upon the completion o f his realization when he compared 

Monkey to the Buddha. If so, the allusion sounds rather ironic considering how Monkey 

suffers initial defeat in the hands of the Old Buddha of Yellow Brows. But the irony is on 

Tripitaka rather than on Monkey. Although Monkey possesses Sakyamuni’s discerning 

dharma eye, Tripitaka has yet to learn how to build his faith upon it rather than on his own 

naked eye, which is one of the six senses.

Tripitaka's incapacity to take advantage o f Monkey's dharma eye is evidence o f his 

demonic kinship. Accordingly, his kidnapping, and subsequent disappearance into the

demon's den indicate that he becomes identified with that demon, sometimes even

21

Stories tell how Sakyamuni takes seven steps upon his birth,, points his finger to heaven and declares: "In 
heaven and under heaven, I am alone the honored one” (cf. Baochang T.2121:15). See
also Li Mingquan, 1990:314-16. Bodhidharma may be a Chan master, as Monkey is supposed to be, but there 
is not a story in his life that bears relevance to this particular episode.
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outwardly. In chapter 30, Tripitaka is transformed into a tiger by the Yellow Robe 

in an open display o f his demonic affinity. In chapter 31, Monkey testifies sarcastically to 

the relationship between Tripitaka's explicitly demonic visage and his demonic complex: 

"Master, you are a good monk. How did you manage to end up with a fearsome look like 

that? You blamed me for working evil and violence and banished me. You claimed that 

you wanted to practice virtue single-mindedly. How did you acquire such features all at 

once" M m ,  t f c l r f

f f c g - 'f r f r # ,  (Yu 1977:2.96-97 and Wu 1973:432). Monkey

is getting even for Tnpitaka’s highhanded treatment of him in chapter 27. On that occasion 

the master openly exhibited sympathy for the Cadaver Demon under the pretext of virtue, 

and exiled Monkey as a punishment for having killed her. The fact that the master becomes 

a tiger constitutes a satiric comment on the virtue he practices, for he fails to realize that any 

conception o f virtue inevitably contradicts the principle of "emptiness."

Now that his warnings have no desired effect on Tripitaka, Monkey makes further rescue 

efforts which consist mainly of identifying the nature of Tripitaka's demonic affiliations, and 

more often than not this means seeking out a particular demon's master. But the prerequisite 

condition for further action on his part is that Tripitaka keeps his faith alive. In chapter 82, 

the rodent spirit tries an assortment o f stratagems to seduce Tripitaka after she takes him into 

her bottomless pit. Monkey obviously makes it a condition that Tripitaka should have the 

will to resist her advances when he wonders aloud "how stable his mind is at this time,” and 

decides that "If he has been moved by this fiend, IH leave him here" (Yu 1977:4.110). Once 

again Monkey informs Pa-chieh in chapter 55, before he sets out to rescue Tripitaka from the
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scorpion demon, that "If Master truly had lost his primal yang and his virtue because of her 

deception, then all of us could scatter. If he has not been confounded and if his Zen mind 

has remained unmoved, then we could in all diligence fight to the end" (Ibid. 1977:3.78).

As we have remarked earlier, Tripitaka's demonic affiliations are a natural part o f his 

human existence; they will remain with him until he no longer needs to rely upon the six 

senses, that is, until he ultimately transforms into a gold cicada. This is rather to say that it is 

only natural that Monkey suffers initial defeat. At this stage what truly matters is whether or 

not Tripitaka keeps his objective, which is Monkey, in view, for his disciple is the religious 

vision he embraces, and therefore the religion he practices. If he does, Monkey will come to 

his rescue, and enlighten him on the fundamental empty nature o f reality. Only in this 

context can we appreciate why he often evokes Monkey's name after he is stashed away as 

meat in a demon's den. For instance, in chapter 65, Tripitaka rues his past and bemoans his 

future following his capture by the Old Buddha of Yellow Brows. Importantly this is when 

he remembers Monkey: "Oh, Wu-k'ung! I loathe myself for not heeding you then..." (Ibid. 

1977:3.248). In chapter 86, he so yearns for Monkey's rescue that he keeps repeating 

Monkey's name as if it were spell or a mantra: "Wu-k'ung, so you've come! Save me 

quickly! Wu-k'ung! Wu-k'ung!" (Ibid. 1977:4.184). The master’s will to fight the demons 

is a display o f faith which the stone monkey conspicuously lacked.

However, sheer willpower does not constitute liberation. When Monkey is galvanized 

into action, the rescue effort he makes consists of trials and errors, and usually ends in his 

initial failure to defeat a demon. Trials and errors and defeats build up suspense, but it is 

obviously the novelist’s way to dramatize the importance of identifying the origins of
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Tripitaka's demonic affiliation. Only in this context do we see why Monkey often cannot 

defeat the demons until he finds the right man for the task, which often means the master of 

the demon, or someone with the right weapon. In chapters 20 and 21, Monkey battles the 

Yellow Wind H Jxltl, one of the two demons they encounter before the pilgrim group 

becomes complete, but he fails disastrously to cope with the yellow storm the demon evokes. 

Eventually Bodhisattva Ling-chi bails him out, but not before Monkey learns,

upon the Yellow Wind's secret admission, where to find the demon's nemesis.

Another example of how Monkey takes false steps before he successfully identifies the 

nature of Tripitaka's kidnapper is his conflict with the Red Boy in chapters 40 through 42. 

Later we will provide evidence that this demon originates directly in the stone monkey; let
I

us suffice it to say here that the demon derives his power from the fire of desire which 

proved the monkey king's downfall in chapter 7. In this context, the initial defeat Monkey 

suffers--he is severely bumed--poses a real threat to the elixir Tripitaka has cultivated at the 

Mountain o f Two Realms. Moreover, the fact that Tripitaka is tucked away as meat raises 

the ugly specter of another possible reincarnation. But this time the ill fate is averted in a 

timely fashion, for Monkey is not merely the elixir. Rather his rescue effort constitutes the 

act o f waking to the fundamental empty nature of reality, the only effective antidote to the 

fire of desire. Nevertheless he succeeds only on his second try. He first conjures up the 

dragons in an effort to neutralize the fire. But the water the dragons bring along is no match 

for the elixir-based fire o f desire. For as mortal dragons, the power they have represents a 

much lower level of achievement than the gold elixir. As a matter of fact, the fire originates 

in the divine power with which the stone monkey subdued these dragons in chapter 3.
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Monkey relieves Tripitaka's distress only when he evokes Guanyin whose divine water 

originates in a higher and purified religious consciousness. Her appearance represents a 

symbolic act whereby Monkey elevates the master at that precise point to an enlightened 

state of mind.

A more notable example o f how Monkey has to stumble through mistakes before he 

finds out the true solution involves the six-eared macaque in chapters 57 and 58.

This is one of the rare times when Tripitaka is not kidnapped, but then he is paralyzed by a 

blow from the macaque's cudgel. In a symbolic sense, he has fallen prey to the conflict 

between his own true and false minds. As the hue mind, Monkey confronts the other 

Monkey before Guanyin, the Jade Emperor, Tripitaka, and finally before the ten kings of hell 

and Bodhisattva Ksitigarbha with intent to identify his opponent. He thus wanders 

everywhere in the universe until Ksitigarbha's beast "Listen intently" directs him to the 

Buddha. As in all other cases, Monkey's rescue effort may be regarded as part of an 

extended process whereby he wakes Tripitaka to the fundamental empty nature o f things. 

And the appearance o f Sakyamuni and other buddha or bodhisattva figures may all be 

regarded as the flash revelation o f the buddha-nature resulting from Monkey's effort.

The conflict of Monkey vs. Laozi's dark bull I f 4 1 in chapters 50 through 52 illustrates 

the same search motif. Ostensibly, Tripitaka falls prey to the bull's wily machination when 

Pa-chieh steals three silk vests from the bull's illusory mansion, but it turns out that Tripitaka 

falls prey not only to greed, but also to pride and vanity built upon the elixir-based prowess 

Monkey brings him. Once again Monkey seeks high and low in the universe for a way to 

deal with these same traits that proved the downfall o f  his namesake in chapter 7. But the
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bull defies not only the entire Taoist arsenal Monkey has in his power, but a great variety of 

realized beings, the eighteen arhats included, Monkey has sought out to help relieve 

Tripitaka. The bull o f the mind is tamed only when the Buddha directs him to Laozi, in the 

symbolic sense o f  "pointing directly to the origins of the mind" (jD jf'fr#).

A similarly structured episode involves the Old Buddha of Yellow Brows in chapters 65 

and 66. As we have indicated, Tripitaka succumbs in a symbolic sense to the Hinayana 

practice when he falls unsuspectingly into the hands o f this demon. To rescue his master 

from this new-found obsession, Monkey evokes the divine, but mostly Taoist, forces from 

heaven, from Chen-wu of the North 4K fltj5£ on Wu-tang Mountain ill, and from the 

National Preceptor-King Bodhisattva on Hsu-i Mountain I f  Bn ill, but all to no

avail. The case is resolved only when Maitreya appears personally. The implication is that 

the Old Buddha of Yellow Brows is not a problem of the elixir, but that of the wrong 

vehicle.

Tripitaka's Rescue: Monkey Awakes his Master to Vacuity.

In each conflict, trouble often begins with Tripitaka's initial inability to substitute 

Monkey's dharma eye for his own naked eye. And the resolution is made possible only when 

Monkey finds the nemesis for a particular demon, which usually means the right Buddhist or 

Taoist deity, or sometimes a deity with the right weapon. This pattern for Monkey's rescue 

effort is summarized, in a somewhat simplified manner, by Monkey himself in chapter 32 

when he makes light of the warning from the Day Sentinel 9  ''If they are demons

from Heaven, IH send them to the Jade Emperor. If they are demons of Earth, I'll send them 

to the Palace of Earth. Those of the West will be returned to Buddha; those o f the East will
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be returned to the sages; those o f the North will be returned to Chen-wu; those o f the South 

will be returned to Mars. If they are dragon spirits, they will be sent to the Lords o f Oceans; 

if  they are ghosts and ogres, they will be sent to King Yama. Every class has its proper place 

and direction" i U f

msm, mmmm, u u i i m i i  . &&&&& (Yu

1977:2.101 and Wu 1973:435-36). As a matter of fact, Monkey enlists help chiefly from 

heaven, and from the Buddha and his bodhisattvas, but occasionally he does involve Yama, 

Chen-wu, Mars and particularly the dragons of the oceans. Invariably the way Monkey 

resolves each case testifies further to the key position he occupies in the symbiotic 

relationship between master and disciple. Generally speaking, Monkey enlightens the 

master on his error each time he restores a demon to the place o f his or her origins-to their 

legitimate masters or, geographically, to heaven, hell or the West. But under this general 

principle, the way each demon relates to his or her nemesis is individually symbolic.

The Yellow Wind in chapters 20 and 21 is the first of the demons Monkey helps restore 

to the Buddha. "Yellow” is the color of earth. The "yellow storm" the demon generates may 

therefore be regarded as a sign o f earth ±  flying away, for the yellow storms suggest loose 

sand rather than earth.22 As we noted in chapter 1, "earth" is a symbol o f faith, a synonym 

for "yellow hag" J f  and "true will" J U t  We will analyze how Sha Monk relates to these 

symbols in chapter 8; let us stress here that Sha Monk is earth as contrasted to the Yellow 

i Wind who is flying sand. Moreover, it is not a coincidence that this event occurs at a time

22

Zhang Jing'er gives a detailed summary o f  Sha Monk as a symbol o f  earth (1984:175-194). He points out 
in particular that "flowing sand" is a symbol o f  earth that flows (Ibid. 182). So may also be said o f  the yellow 
storms the Yellow Wind generates.
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when Monkey and Pa-chieh have both joined Tripitaka, but not Sha Monk. I think that the 

yellow storms dramatize the danger o f the elixir going awry without the faith and good 

offices o f Sha Monk who is stable earth that gives no rise to yellow storms. It is highly 

significant that no sooner has Ling-chi M f? brought the demon back with him before the 

Buddha than Tripitaka acquires Sha Monk's services in chapter 22. In a sense, Sha Monk 

has simply replaced the Yellow Wind when he joins the pilgrims as a symbolic gesture 

whereby Tripitaka acquires faith, a due will or the yellow hag. However, Monkey is the 

catalyst that leads to the substitution. As or lion is a pun on Jlip or teacher, we may 

likewise conceive of K  or wind that the demon generates as a pun on or madness. 

Accordingly the demon is reminiscent of the monkey king who dramatized the elixir under 

the sway of a mind crazed with desire. But Monkey prevents Tripitaka from stepping into 

the shoes o f their predecessor. He awakes Tripitaka to the emptiness o f human desire when 

he ferrets out Ling-chi, the demon's nemesis, who calms the wind in anticipation of Sha 

Monk.

By contrast, Monkey's battle with the six-eared macaque in chapters 57 through 58 

focuses upon the primary contest for authority between Tripitaka's true and false minds. As 

the embodiment of the true, Monkey restores his master to spiritual integrity when he 

subdues the macaque, the false mind of the six senses, by invoking the Buddha. The Bull 

Demon King 4 ^ 3 :  in chapters 59 through 61 is another embodiment o f  the false mind, but 

his symbolism stresses his kinship-through the symbol o f fire-with the pilgrims in their 

previous life as the rebellious old Monkey. Once again, Monkey invokes the Buddha to 

subdue the demon, steering Tripitaka away from treading the same old footpath. Tripitaka's
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capture by the lion, the elephant and the roc in chapters 74 through 77 represents his 

departure from the Buddhist discipline $  through Pa-chieh; hence the loss of meditation ae 

which is himself and wisdom Sc which is Monkey. We will analyze the story itself in the 

following chapter; it only need be stressed here that the solution of the conflict is what 

relates this story to all these others: Monkey restores the master to moral rectitude when he 

invokes the Buddha.

Beside Sakyamuni, Maitreya also appears as Buddha in chapter 66. When he binds the 

Old Buddha o f Yellow Brows, he restores Tripitaka back to Mahayana or the greater vehicle 

that he embodies. In a symbolic sense, it is Monkey who substitutes Mahayana for 

Hinayana, for Maitreya steps forward only as a result o f Monkey's repeated trials and errors. 

23 In contrast to Sakyamuni, and in particular Maitreya, Guanyin is more often the one at 

Monkey's beck and call whenever Tripitaka is in hot water. That she is part of the boat 

symbol will be analyzed in chapter 8, but her role in Monkey's rescue mission also contains 

specific symbolism.

As we have demonstrated, her binding o f the black bear in chapter 17 points to the need 

for the realized to keep a low profile upon receiving true transmission. So have we also 

indicated how the ginseng fruit in chapters 24 through 26 marks Tripitaka's immortal status. 

But why does the episode end with Guanyin exhibiting her prowess by bringing back to life 

the ginseng fruit tree Monkey has destroyed? That her "sweet dew" alone can work the

23

Tripitaka’s rescue by Maitreya may not be accidental. The future Buddha does represent Tripitaka's faith. 
According to D alang gu  sanzang xuanzang/ashi xingzhuang (Life o f  Tripitaka,
Late Master Xuanzang o f  the Great Tang) by Mingxiang Tripitaka determined before dying to seek
reincarnation in Tusita heaven so that he could be with Maitreya (T.2052:219). Cf. also Huili S i ,  D a ciensi 
sanzang fa sh i zhuan  (Life o f  Master Tripitaka from the Monastery o f  Great
Benediction), T.2053:277.
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miracle, after Monkey has looked everywhere in the Taoist world, underscores subliminally 

the basic message underlying the entire Monkey story: buddha-nature is the only thing that 

saves the elixir whenever it is endangered by the human mind-Pa-chieh's greed and 

Monkey’s anger in this particular case. Guanyin's appearance is therefore a strong reminder 

o f an entirely different fate from what has befallen the stone monkey. What makes the 

difference is the attitude towards the buddha-nature. In chapter 26, this Monkey willingly 

seeks Guanyin's help, but in chapter 7 his predecessor indignantly rejected the Buddha's 

advice.

The same motif--that the buddha-nature provides relief to the elixir in distress-is also 

manifest in chapters 40 through 42, but this time from the angle o f the fire of desire
II

metaphor. As an embodiment of the elixir driven by the fire of desire, the Red Boy kidnaps 

Tripitaka as an indication o f the latter’s deviation. As in the Temple of Five Villages,

Monkey willingly evokes Guanyin after a few futile efforts to rescue Tripitaka on his own. 

Once again Guanyin plays the role of an elixir-rescuer by effectively removing the demon.

In chapter 57, Monkey reminds Goodly Wealth, who is the Red Boy reformed, that he is now 

"enjoying true liberty and long life-an age as everlasting, in fact, as heaven's"

§ l£ iS S , (Ibid. 1977:3.104 and 1973:791). His remarks constitute

evidence once again o f Subhuti’s vision that the elixir means eternal life only when it is 

freed of the false mind or when it combines with the buddha-nature.

In contrast to the demons Monkey restores to the Buddha, the Yellow Robe in chapters 

29 through 31 is the first demon he restores to heaven. The celestial general's descent is 

chiefly motivated by the need to consummate his undying love for the princess of the
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Precious Image Kingdom HiMM, who was a celestial jade girl during her previous life. He 

thus reaffirms the motif that human passion is alien to heaven, and has to be fulfilled only in 

the human world. But then his story becomes entwined with Tripitaka as a continuation of 

the Cadaver episode in chapter 27. Tripitaka loses the power to tell right from wrong after 

he exiles Monkey as a symbolic gesture whereby he retires his "Fiery Eyes and Diamond 

Pupils" and resorts entirely to his naked eye. The novelist clarifies the significance of this 

scene in chapter 28 with the remark that Tripitaka "listened to Crafty Nature and banished 

the Monkey of the Mind" 4 , (Ibid. 1977:2.39 and 1973:381). In other

words, this is a symbolic act that represents the triumph of Tripitaka's animalistic instincts 

over his religious consciousness. For this folly, he suffers instant retribution by becoming a 

tiger, a demon, when he mistakes the demonic den for the Taoist "Paradise of Three Isles" 

(Ibid. 1977:2.41 and 1973:384). Monkey's instant success upon his return poses a 

striking contrast to Pa-chieh's failure to rescue the master. It testifies importantly to 

Tripitaka that he can never arrive at the Western Paradise unless he willingly employs 

Monkey to wake to emptiness.

The dark bull in chapters 50 through 52 is another demon Monkey restores to heaven. 

We have noted how the bull of the mind is an embodiment of Tripitaka's pride, built upon 

his newfound elixir-based prowess. But, once again, the fate awaiting Tripitaka differs from 

what has befallen his predecessor in chapter 7. After his initial defeat, Monkey consults the 

Buddha, who at once points to the bull's escape from Laozi in a symbolic gesture whereby it 

has strayed from the Tao. Essentially, the bull's return to heaven represents Tripitaka's 

return to the correct path o f cultivation.
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The sex-crazed scorpion in chapter 55 is another demon Monkey subdues by invoking 

heaven, but she is not exactly restored to heaven, for heaven has never been her home. 

Rather she is on the Buddha's most-wanted list, fleeing the Western Paradise after she stings 

the Buddha in the left thumb. As an embodiment of female sexuality, she poses a threat, as 

we have noted, to Tripitaka's seminal integrity. According to Guanyin, she herself cannot 

approach the demon; nor even the Buddha is immune to her poison. Hence the demon's 

boastful warning to Monkey: "But even your Buddha Tathagata at the Thunderclap 

Monastery is afraid o f me" (Yu 1977:3.72). But she relinquishes her human disguise and 

reverts to her scorpion form when the Star Lord Orionis f p  3  M U T ,  a realized rooster, crows, 

and dies an instant death when the rooster crows a second time.
i

The easy resolution may seem an anticlimax, considering how difficult it has been for 

Monkey; but then the rooster is the natural predator of scorpions while Monkey is not. More 

important is the symbolic implications the divine rooster radiates: the rooster crows only in 

the morning, a time when scorpions, which are most active in the shroud of dark night, 

withdraw from the advancing sun. And as his Chinese name indicates, the rooster is none 

other than the sun god. In other words, Monkey invokes light to defeat a symbol of 

darkness. Why? The highest form of Taoist realization is called "the immortal of pure yang 

energy" (Shi Jianwu 1977:45 and Qiu Chuji 1988:135). In contrast, the

demons-in the sense o f maras-are known as "the ghosts o f yin" jt,. At the onset of a

demonic assault, it is important for the adept to "identify himself with the primal spirit of 

yang" (tRiA,®#) rather than the ghosts of yin (She Jianwu 1988:45). The scorpion's death 

frees Tripitaka from the bondage of the pent-up sexual energy churning and boiling to the
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breaking point, but release is instantly accomplished when he identifies-through 

Monkey--with the sun, the primal spirit o f yang.

As the embodiment o f yang, the rooster also plays a key role in Tripitaka's liberation 

from a centipede called the "Demon Lord of a Hundred Eyes" '@‘3K@l^i24 in chapter 73, but 

only through his mother, a realized hen. A demon who is "all eyes" is apparently a metaphor 

that represents the vitality of the naked eye, one o f the six senses that induce the seven 

passions. That the seven spiders regain strength from the centipede after their initial defeat 

by Monkey clearly indicates the dependence of the passions upon the eyes. Hence it is 

Tripitaka's reliance on the naked eye that generates the seven passions when he succumbs 

involuntarily to the spiders in chapter 72. It is therefore significant that Monkey 

momentarily frees Tripitaka from the spiders only to lose him to the all-eyed centipede. For 

the demon's hundred eyes constitute the origins o f spiritual defilement, and the seven 

passions are rampant wherever the eyes are active. To extinguish these eyes is therefore the 

key to Tripitaka's deliverance. Upon the suggestion from the Old Dame of Li Mountain 

Monkey seeks out Pralamba a M M  who blinds the hundred eyes o f the demon 

with a needle cultivated by the Star Lord Orionis in the eye o f the sun.25 Surely the needle is 

a vivid metaphor for the stinging sensations the sunlight may cause the naked eye. When he 

causes the atrophy of these eyes, Monkey has symbolically helped Tripitaka "wake to

24

This demon is originally an associate o f  the Bull Demon King In the Yuan play Erlangshen she suomo  
j in g  the Bull Demon King declares to the audience: "This god is the Nine-Headed Bull
Demon King My brother is the Golden-Pupiled Ghost o f  a Hundred Eyes"
1FIIUI (Anonymous 1961:963).

25

Cf. Anthony Yu's translation o f  this line: 'It is rather a product cultivated in the eyes o f  my son" J L
B & jy $ J $ # I (Y u  1977:3.391 andWu 1973:1017).
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vacuity" by detaching his master from his reliance on the naked eye. But the eye of the sun 

may also be regarded as a metaphor that represents the so-called "celestial eye" ^clftliii, one 

o f the six magic powers Tn WiE that accompanies a realized man. In this sense, Tripitaka 

has become enlightened on the empty nature o f  human life when he invokes the "celestial

eye."

The royal father-in-law of the Bhiksu Kingdom fcLJEni! in chapters 78 and 79, as we will 

indicate later, is a false teacher who passes heresy off as the elixir on the gullible 

practitioner, in this case the king. Like Laozi's bull, the deer escapes from his own master in 

the symbolic sense of departing from the Tao, but he more specifically represents deviation 

from the Hue form of elixir, for his master, the Aged Star of South Pole is a
II

symbol for eternal life, hence an embodiment of the elixir. Despite his vicious plot, the deer 

fails to compound Tripitaka as an ingredient in the concoction o f the false elixir. But the 

master is not the direct victim in this episode. The deer exemplifies a false immortal 

teacher: he mistakes the "baby," the symbolic name for the elixir, for real babies, and his 

false transmission not only leads the king astray, but also seriously threatens his health. In 

this context it is significant that the king is restored to health, and even to long life, as soon 

as the star, the true elixir, appears as a direct result of Monkey's investigation. The return of 

the deer to his master represents the return o f the king from deviation.

Monkey likewise restores the Ninefold-Numina Primal Sage to his master in

chapter 90 as a symbolic gesture whereby Tripitaka returns to the Tao. As we have noted, 

Tripitaka falls under the sway of false thoughts as he momentarily elapses into spiritual 

ennui. This paralysis o f defense is dramatized by his disciples' lack of vigilance with regard
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to their own weapons, thus leaving the door wide open to the pride o f magic lions headed by 

the Ninefold-Numina Primal Sage. Consequently the joy the pilgrims feel at the prospect of 

becoming teachers turns into grief as Tripitaka is kidnapped. As with the dark bull,

Tripitaka returns to the Tao the minute Monkey restores the nine-headed lion to his master 

from heaven. But this return carries the specific message about the supreme importance o f 

keeping constant spiritual vigilance.

The demise o f the three rhinos in chapters 92 has double significance. As we have 

indicated, Tripitaka’s kidnapping by the rhinos represents his deviation from the Chan 

dictum of instantaneous revelation of the buddha-nature by succumbing to the practice of 

idol-worship. Moreover, the novelist clearly expresses his disapproval of another aspect of 

this practice: it imposes an impossible financial burden on the worshipers. For this reason, 

with the demise of the rhinos, not only does Monkey awake Tripitaka to the empty nature of 

the false buddha images, but he removes a serious public nuisance. But why is it, as the 

Gold Star insists to Monkey, that the rhinos succumb only to the "Four Wood-Creature 

Stars" Unlike roosters and hens that prey on scorpions and centipedes, the four

"wood-creatures" are not necessarily the natural predators o f rhinos. The only reason I can 

think of is the pun o f 7fc or wood on or herding. This pun is not so unlikely when we take 

into consideration the fact that the novelist has employed puns in the episode that 

immediately precedes this one: he uses P  or lion as a pun on iff or teacher in chapters 88 

through 90. Given this assumption, the conflict of Monkey vs. the rhinos may be regarded, 

as we will discuss in chapter 9, as part o f the bull-herding metaphor that involves the 

episodes o f Laozi's dark bull and the Bull Demon King.

172

_ *

E
R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



We have repeatedly indicated that the dual function Monkey performs--as Tripitaka's 

disciple and his spiritual guide--is meant as a correction to the monkey king's religious 

deviation. Remember how the novelist describes in chapter 7 the stone monkey's 

unpredictable, and even treacherous, mindset precisely at the point when he has just 

accomplished the elixir--"He could be good^He could be bad" (Yu 1977:1.170). If the old 

Monkey is an example o f the elixir gone sour, Tripitaka projects the reverse image of his 

predecessor-an immortal "could be good" upon his Taoist realization provided that he 

continues to fulfill his buddha-nature. Monkey is the artist that shapes this new image, for 

he is the religion the monk practices.

It is as Tripitaka's Taoist spirit that Monkey becomes the guide, or the virtual leader of 

the pilgrim group headed by Tripitaka. O f course, Tripitaka's buddha status at the end of the 

journey constitutes the ultimate test to the efficacy of Monkey’s efforts. But there are also 

signs that indicate how Tripitaka has been making steady progress that contributes 

cumulatively to this moment of final glory. Not surprisingly, his reduced reliance upon the 

six senses is tested by his dwindling fondness for Pa-chieh, the embodiment o f his sexual 

and gastronomic appetite. We have noted how Pa-chieh is often responsible for Tripitaka's 

demonic afflictions against Monkey’s better judgment. One example is the event that leads 

to the appearance of Laozi’s dark bull. Before he leaves to find food in chapter 50, Monkey 

seats the monk in the middle of a large circle he draws on the ground which he promises is 

strong as "an iron wall" (Yu 1977:2.404). But, again, upon Pa-chieh's initiative, Tripitaka 

totally disregards his advice and leaves the circle, in the symbolic sense o f failing to abide by 

the discipline. He ends up a captive in the den of the bull. Surely Monkey is not unaware of
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the master’s weakness for the hog. In chapter 32, he accuses Tripitaka o f being "protective 

towards" Pa-chieh (Yu 1977:2.104 and Wu 1973:438).

However, Tripitaka shows definitive signs o f independence from the pig as he is nearing 

the completion of his journey. In chapter 92,240 big households vie with each other to 

entertain the pilgrims who have just freed them from the rhinos-imposed offerings o f 

specially blended sesame oil. Anxious to see the Buddha, Tripitaka decides to leave, despite 

the many invitations he has yet to honor, but a spoiled hog protests on the ground o f his 

constant hunger. Much to his surprise, the master responds instant with a nasty scowl: "If 

you keep up this ruckus, 111 ask Wu-k'ung to knock out your teeth with his golden-hooped 

rod" (Ibid. 1977:4.292). Shocked, Pa-chieh comes to the realization that Tripitaka is 

undergoing transformation: "This time Master has changed! Usually he cares for me, loves 

me, and, knowing that I am stupid, protects me. Whenever Elder Brother wants to hit me, he 

pleads for me. Why should he turn so vicious today as to want to beat me?" JJi

m m , m, tmzm-, vmn, ftjusm * a (Yu
1977:4.292 and Wu 1973:438). Pa-chieh's alienation naturally means Tripitaka's increased 

reliance on Monkey. It is as a direct result o f this transformation that Tripitaka casts off his 

shell, the corpse, in chapter 98, in a symbolic gesture whereby he becomes a full-fledged 

gold cicada.

The role Monkey plays may perhaps be even better understood in the context o f 

Tripitaka's repeated reincarnations. Supposedly Tripitaka's flesh has the potency o f the 

elixir, a result, according to the demons, o f his religious efforts during ten o f his existences.

A vast number o f demons try to ensnare him for no other reasons than to achieve eternal life
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I

through his flesh. It is almost certainly heresy, like the superstition in chapters 78 and 79 

about the potency o f one thousand baby hearts. But there has to be truth about Tripitaka's 

religious piety that has cut across ten of his lifetimes. For instance, Sha Monk testifies to it 

when he shows Guanyin in chapter 8 the skulls o f nine practitioners that would not sink to 

the bottom of the Flowing Sand River,26 the symbolic mundane world. We have also 

demonstrated how the demons dramatize Tripitaka's mundane thoughts. In light o f this 

background, the threat o f cannibalism facing the master may perhaps be regarded as a 

metaphor that represents the possibility o f yet another existence if Tripitaka fails to deal with 

his human mind during this life. Rather than a compliment, Tripitaka's ten lifetimes o f 

efforts constitute evidence o f his tenfold failure to achieve full, much less instantaneous, 

enlightenment, especially when contrasted with Huineng, a major prototype for the stone 

monkey, Tripitaka's direct predecessor. With this less than flattering record in view, it 

becomes clear why the novelist allows Monkey to play a very special role in Tripitaka's 

transformation. Monkey gives Tripitaka the immortal status, which paves the way for 

further realizing his buddha-nature; through Monkey Tripitaka "wakes to vacuity," which 

provides absolute guarantee for the elixir. Conversely that he was demonically cannibalized 

during the previous nine existences proves only that he did not fulfill Subhuti's double vision 

one way or the other.

26

In Xiyou j i  it is not explicitly indicated whether these nine skulls have belonged to Tripitaka during his 
previous lives. But in Shihua, the Spirit o f  Deep Sand M ^ ^ - S h a  Monk’s prototype-points to a bag hanging 
on his neck, and explains to Tripitaka: "On my neck is Master I’ve twice eaten. The dried bones I’ve placed in 
this bag" JjTFjiffl (Yang Jialuo 165:16). Cf. chapter 8 o f  this study.
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CHAPTER 6

PA-CHIEH AS The STONE MONKEY AND THE TRADITION OF THE 
FOREVER HUNGRY AND CONCUPISCENT PIG

Pa-chieh constitutes a typical example of how names denote the functions the characters 

perform in Xiyou ji. In the foregoing discussions, we have indicated how the stone monkey 

derives his family name from is a monkey which defines his image whereas

connotes "baby" or the elixir, as Subhuti suggests. To change from "#f' to is what 

the Monkey story in Xiyou j i  is all about. The stone monkey achieves the objective 

according to the narrower and traditional views of the elixir. As his tragic fate turns out, 

such limited views represent a religious error. The objective the five pilgrims try to realize 

extends the conception of the elixir to include the buddha-nature. That is why Monkey 

emerges not only to mark Tripitaka's immortal status, but also to spearhead his master's 

efforts to "wake to vacuity."

Likewise, Pa-chieh goes under a family name, literally "hog,” that highlights the 

attributes inherent in the pig image. In chapter 8, Guanyin "names him after his body; hence 

the family name 'Chu.' She then gives him the religious name 'Wu-neng'" ta 

J t; (Wu 1973:102. Cf. Yu 1977:1.193). A constant

reminder of the animal he is, this family name does much to project onto him the qualities 

belonging to a pig, in particular those o f a glutton and a sexual profligate. "Wu-neng" 

literally means "wake to ability." As the terms set up in the novel indicate, this name calls 

on Tripitaka to wake to the emptiness o f Pa-chieh's physical power as distinguished from the 

divine power Monkey represents. As a matter of fact, Tripitaka shows less and less of a
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tendency to rely on the hog as he becomes more and more of a cicada. Accordingly,

Pa-chieh becomes less and less of a pig as definitive signs of the master’s progress.

But Pa-chieh's symbolism is further complicated by an alternative name Tripitaka 

confers on him in chapter 19. Upon Pa-chieh's admission that Guanyin has given him a 

formal name, Tripitaka insists on giving him the alternative name "Pa-chieh" AM, literally 

"Eight Precepts." Significantly these precepts are intended to regulate the pig’s appetite with 

regard to eight kinds o f forbidden foods. Tripitaka clarifies the meaning of this name to his 

new disciple: "Since you have not eaten the five forbidden viands and the three undesirable 

foods, let me give you another name. Let me call you Pa-chieh"

(Yu 1977:1.389 and Wu 1973:261). The forbidden foods 

include five kinds o f normal viands: leeks garlic onion pfiM, green onion M  

and scallion ^  and three types of undesirable foods: the "undesirable o f heaven" AJJt 

which is wild goose the "undesirable on the ground itilK which is dog $1 and the 

"undesirable of water" /jC)^ which includes carp M, finless eel and soft-shelled turtle M  

(Ning Quanzhen 1977:51:41126). But Pa-chieh has been conscientiously abiding by these 

precepts ever since Guanyin initiated him into Buddhism in chapter 8. As the text indicates, 

he "fasted and ate only a vegetable diet, abstaining from the five forbidden viands and the 

three undesirable foods" j f S B ,  Ubid. 1977:1.193 and 1973:102)

immediately following his conversion.

This food-conscious name does much to characterize Tripitaka-through the hog-as the 

typical Taoist practitioner seeking eternal life. In Shangqing lingbao dafa 

(High Laws of Numinous Treasure from The Exalted Purity), the five kinds of forbidden
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viands are also known as "pernicious vegetables" which contaminate the vital forces 

According to Shou lengyan jing, they upset the temperament and prevent the 

adept from entering deep meditation: "The beings with intent to seek samadhi should 

abstain from the five kinds of hot viands from this world. When cooked, these five viands 

conduce to sexual potency, sputum, and temper" Jit

(Pramiti T.945:141).1 This is a Buddhist scripture, composed, as 

scholars have suspected, probably by a Chinese with the Taoist practices as its target but, 

evidently, it agrees with the Taoist dictum about the five kinds of forbidden viands. The 

"three undesirable foods" pose even more serious hazards than the five kinds of viands. 

According to Shangqing lingbao dafa, the adept will "forever lose his hope of becoming 

immortal if he eats the three undesirable foods" fillip (Ning Quanzhen

1977:41126).

The essential question remains how the pig with intent to abide by the laws that govern 

his appetite contributes to Tripitaka's transformation from a nymph to a gold cicada. We 

have already mentioned that Pa-chieh personifies Tripitaka's bodily instincts, including 

appetites. The clue is clearly indicated by the objective that motivates him on the 

joumey-"Keeping a chaste diet to reach the True Void" (Yu 1977:1.411

and Wu 1973:278). As with Tripitaka, the play on Monkey's name constitutes evidence that 

he is the old stone monkey reincarnate. Certainly this link between pig and monkey affirms

i
It is significant that the scripture stresses a connection between appetite and sexuality. The same theme is 

manifest in this comment from Chengshi lun (Treatise on the Completion o f Truth): "All pain is
derived from the appetite for food. Not the least o f it is because food leads to sexuality. Despite its variety, all 
pain in the realms o f  desire is derived from food and sexuality" —

V-I8W&4 (Harivarman T. 1646:348). Obviously Pa-chieh proves this connection: 
he commits a serious sexual transgression in heaven only after he becomes drunk with wine.
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in turn the close bond between himself and Tripitaka, the body of the monkey king 

reincarnate. But, more importantly, the precepts of his name constitute the means by which 

he "keeps a chaste diet" so that Tripitaka may "wake to vacuity." In this sense, whether he 

abides by the rules or not is the key to the monk’s success.

But the significance of Pa-chieh's name extends beyond mere food. Ostensibly it 

expresses the Taoist concern over what food to avoid, but Pa-chieh is constantly 

characterized as a pilgrim barely able to contain his sexual energy. As a matter of fact, this 

part of his symbolism outweighs the other part as a glutton. The terms set up in the novel 

indicate that his alternative name may also evoke a different set of "eight precepts" AjlJcfiin 

which represents Buddhist morality. These precepts forbid: (1) killing (2) stealing 

$t; (3) sexual activity (4) false language jjtilfict; (5) alcohol fcMM; (6) makeup,

dancing, and music (7) sleeping in a comfortable bed

and (8) eating out of the designated hours The tenet about sexual activity in

particular applies to the pig’s symbolism.

The dual significance of Pa-chieh's name may be appropriately summarized in the 

context of Mencius's well-known dictum on human nature: "Food and sex are what 

constitute human nature" i^ ij l  (Jiao Xun 1965:22:7a). Despite the combined binding 

power of the Taoist and Buddhist precepts in his alternative name, Pa-chieh repeatedly 

exposes Tripitaka to demonic attack by indulging on any chance his hog instincts for the 

large part of the journey. It should be noted here that the author has utilized the traditional 

pig lore to characterized Pa-chieh as Tripitaka's bodily instincts. As Qian Zhongshu has 

demonstrated, the pig is traditionally an embodiment of inordinate appetite and sexual
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potency (1979:1.27-28). In Shanhai jing, for instance, the Giant Pig I t  % ranked among the 

most pernicious of the pests Emperor Yao 'rfrtg ordered the legendary archer Yi 5J+- to 

destroy (Xu Shen 1977:46:37525). Guo Pu alludes to this same story in his Fengshi 

zan (A Tribute to the Giant Pig): "There is a creature full of greed/By the name of

Giant Pig/With an appetite never satisfied/Wreaking only havoc in its tracks/Deft with 

feathered arrows/Yi presents his skill to the emperor"

(1965:94.1642). The old saying recorded in Gujin tushu 

jicheng-ihat "When a pig arrives, poverty follows in the door" (Chen Menglei

1964:64.524.243)--attests to the eloquence o f  the same belief.

Pa-chieh's ostensible symbolism focuses primarily upon his constant hunger. One of the 

reasons why Mr. Gao decides in chapter 18 to get rid of his demon of a son-in-law is

that poverty almost indeed follows him in the door. The father-in-law thus complains to 

Monkey: "And what an enormous appetite! For a single meal, he has to have three to five 

bushels of rice; a little snack in the morning means over a hundred biscuits or rolls. It's a 

good thing he keeps a vegetarian diet; if he liked meat and wine, the property and estate of 

this old man would be consumed in half a year!" (Yu 1977:1.373). Of course the way 

Pa-chieh gorges himself upon whatever he lays his hands on is a constant source o f humor 

for the author. In chapter 47, Pa-chieh has swallowed five to six bowls of rice before 

Tripitaka even finishes reciting his Fast-Breaking Sutra jj=j As a matter of fact, he 

does not care whether it is fruits, rice, glutinous rice, or side dishes; he simply "scooped 

them all up with his hands and stuffed them into his mouth, calling all the time, 'More rice! 

More rice!"' Bowl after bowl of rice disappears into his mouth in such a quick succession
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that one of the attendants has to assume that he "must have a throat lined with polished 

bricks" {Ibid. 1977:2.362).

A similar scene may be found in chapter 54 where the queen of the women’s Kingdom 

of Western Liang treats the three disciples to a sumptuous banquet in celebration of her 

supposed marriage with Tripitaka: "As Pa-chieh was bent on satisfying his stomach, he had 

little regard for consequence. It did not matter that the food before him was com, steamed 

breads, sweet pastries, button mushrooms, black mushrooms, tender bamboo shoots, 

wood-ears, Chinese cabbage, seaweed, laver, green turnips, taros, white turnips, yams, or 

yellow sperms-in big gulps, he finished all, washing down the food with seven or eight cups 

of wine. 'Bring us more food!'he hollered. 'Bring us some big steins!' (Ibid. 1977:3.64-65)

In this context, Pa-chieh is not merely an embodiment of appetite, but appetite indulged 

to excess so that it becomes a major source of pain for Tripitaka. In the Temple o f Five 

Villages, the Immortal of Pacified Primordiality holds the monk hostage until Guanyin helps 

Monkey bring the ginseng fruit tree back to life. For all the torrential cursing and berating 

from Bright Moon and Clear Breeze, Monkey has hardly needed any more impetus to 

destroy the ginseng fruit tree in chapter 25, but, significantly, it is Pa-chieh-his mouth 

waters upon overhearing the name of the fruit mentioned-that has put Monkey up to stealing 

the fruit in the first place. Surely this scene is reminiscent of the stone monkey who stole the 

peaches and elixirs in heaven. I think the repetition is a symbolic gesture whereby the author 

names the pig as the inordinate appetite that helped derail the Taoist immortal in the first 

seven chapters.
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In chapter 27, the Cadaver Demon actually tries to entrap the pilgrims through Pa-chieh. 

The hog is so anxious to divide three ways the "fragrant rice" and "fried wheat gluten" she 

brings them before Monkey returns that he almost gets Tripitaka kidnapped. The demon 

offers the food as a bait which she has transformed from such irksome items as maggots, 

toads and frogs on the knowledge that the pig is the weaker link among the pilgrims. Only 

Monkey's timely return prevents the tragedy from happening. At the Child-and-Mother 

River in chapter 53, Tripitaka falsely conceives after he drinks from its waters.

Importantly it is again Pa-chieh who becomes thirsty just as his master feels like drinking 

from the river. Consequently he is cursed with the same demonic pregnancy. Undoubtedly 

it is the pig's thirst that gives rise to the monk's, for the coincidence is a metaphor that
II

represents the master’s ready subjection to his bodily needs, at least at this stage. The false 

"baby" Tripitaka conceives is intended to indicate how appetite may lead the elixir astray. In 

this sense the scene is once again a reminder o f the stone monkey's voracious appetite in 

heaven.

The image of a promiscuous pig that combines with that of a voracious pig in Pa-chieh's

characterization is manifest in Yijing. For instance, Gou #! (==) is a hexagram which 

consists o f trigram Qian $£ (= ) for "heaven" piled upon trigram Xun H  (sr) for "wind." To 

be more exact, it is one broken female line that encounters five unbroken male lines. Hence 

the title o f the hexagram--#! or "encounter." But the image evoked can obviously be 

interpreted as a single girl who ingratiates herself with five men. Hence the "commentary on 

the hexagram" i i |# :  "The girl is promiscuous. Inauspicious to marry the girl" J e tt .
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(Shang Binghe 1980:205).2 In Zhouyi zhengyi Jo] ̂ IE>C (Correct Meaning of The 

Book of Changes), Kong Yingda 574-648) explains why it is understood this way:

"In this hexagram, one soft line meets five hard lines. Applied to human affairs, it means 

one woman meets five men. Hence her excessive promiscuity" —■^TfffiSSRl1!, H&Zlr 

k ,  (5:1 lb). What bears relevance to this discussion is the

image of the promiscuous pig that is evoked in the commentary on the broken, bottom line 

|/J A : "A sow remains restless even when it is hog-tied" (Shang Binghe

1980:206). Kong yingda's commentary on this line may be read as a summary of the whole 

motif: "Such a promiscuous girl won't make a stable partner. 'U ff i  means a sow; '¥•' is the 

same as '& ,' which means 'restless.' The unfaithful yin loses its anchor; its promiscuity may 

compare to a sow that remains restless even when it is hogtied" m t g s t  t ^ ^ z k x ...

mmm... -f-m, m. wwm mm, mm, mmzzmm
(5:12a).

Following this precedent, the analogy between promiscuous people and a promiscuous 

pig has become a commonplace in Chinese literature. According to Zuozhuan 7Ef(? (Spring 

and Autumn Annals According to Zuoqiu Ming), Nanzi Duke Ling of Wei's 

infamous concubine, committed adultery with Prince Zhao from the State of Song X X ~ f '  

$]. The affair became a subject of ridicule when the two were likened to pigs in heat: "The 

uncivilized people composed a song about it: 'Now that you are the sow designate [of the 

Duke Ling of Wei], why do you mate with our old boar'" ifjf

(Hong Liangji 1968:5:65). A similar analogy was evoked by the First Emperor of

2

Zhu Xi 1130-1200) follows this interpretation (Liu Zhenhua, 1993:2.84).
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the Qin in an imperial decree. According to Records o f  the Grand Historian, the

emperor gazed far off at the southern sea in the thirty-seventh year of his reign. Then 

he erected a stone inscribed with a decree prohibiting "unlicensed behavior so that men and 

women are pure and honest" .it'/lriS, (Watson 1973:61 and Sima Qian

1968:91). It also contains the following strictures with regard to the unfaithful men: "If a 

husband sleeps over in the fashion o f a boar that sleeps over, killing him will incur no guilt" 

(Sima Qian 1968:91 ).3

Hanshan 627-649) makes a similar analogy in one of his poems: "The first

class fools of the world/Are ignorant as asses;/Though they know human language,/They 

indulge themselves in sex like a pig" iWP, A  With
iI

(1990:2.1976). The image of the pig also finds its way into physiognomy. For instance, 

Zhang Jingcang cautions a certain Miss Zhao in the eighth-century Taiping guangji

id, (Extensive Records from the Reign of Great Tranquillity): "You have long eyes 

and a deliberate look. According to books on physiognomy, he who looks the way a pig 

does is sexually much too active. You should show restraint" A  A N  f t

M fr ill. W & Z . (Li Fang 1970:9.216.3b-4a).4 She turned a deaf ear, and suffered the 

serious consequences of being taken into official enslavement.

3

Originally, "Wffi." alludes to a pig that sleeps over in a sow’s den. It has then become a reference to a 
husband who sleeps in a different woman's place. I have clarified a bit Burton Watson translation o f  this 
line--"lf a husband behaves in bestial fashion, killing him will incur no guilt" for the purpose o f  discussion.

4

I am indebted to Qian Zhongshu, 1979:1.27-28, for the sources o f  these citations.
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There are also numerous tales of how pigs enjoy having sex with humans. In Taiping 

yulan (Records for the Imperial Eye Compiled During the Reign of Great

Tranquillity), Li Fang gives an account, which he quotes from Zhiguai o f how a 

sow assumes the form of a beautiful young lady, and sleeps with a handsome scholar 

(1963:4.903.4007). The story of Guo Yuanzhen also testifies to the same motif.

According to Youguai lu (Strange Stories from the Nether World), a beautiful virgin

is offered each year as bride to the cult of a deity called "Dark General Guo decides

to rescue the crying lady when he happens upon her at the shrine. He does so by cutting off 

the left hand of the general which then turns out to be a pig spirit (Wang Yun 32 ,4:la-4a).

Now Pa-chieh evidently carries on this tradition of the promiscuous pig. In a moment of 

wine-induced boldness, he tries to sexually assault one of the goddesses of the moon $ 1 $ , 

hence his exile from heaven. It is not merely in jest that the author has his spirit lose its 

bearings and mistakenly enter the womb of a sow on its way to reincarnation;5 it is to have 

him inherit the tradition of the sexually aggressive pig. Obviously he does not learn a lesson 

even for the exorbitant price of his forfeited celestial status. For his sexual profligacy 

continues, and he simply cannot do without a woman. However, his sexual orgies before he 

joins Tripitaka-he has lived first with a Second Elder Sister Egg a demon figure by

the sound of her name, and then with Mr. Gao's daughter, as her obsessive husband-may be 

pardonable. But not so after he becomes a monk. For his sexual energy frequently gets 

Tripitaka into trouble.

Baochang lists two different references to Sakra devendra who was going to undergo reincarnation
through the womb o f a sow, but he managed to avoid the fate by consulting the Buddha (T .2121:9).
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In chapter 23, Guanyin puts the newly converted pilgrims to the test. Pa-chieh proves to 

be the weaker link, as he becomes more than eager to marry any and every woman in the 

household. It is only natural that the pig, in his capacity as Tripitaka's sexual drive, should 

respond each time there is temptation. Fortunately, the pilgrims excel in every other way as 

a unified person. They possess the "dharma eye" with which Monkey correctly recognizes 

the divine nature of the four women in disguise. They also exhibit faith that Sha Monk 

embodies by refusing to be tempted. The master is able to stand his ground by relying on 

these countering forces. But the problem Pa-chieh represents dogs them persistently. As we 

have indicated, Tripitaka is plainly instigated by Pa-chieh when he decides to get rid of 

Monkey at the wake of the Cadaver incident in chapter 27. In the women's Kingdom of
i
I Western Liang, Tripitaka may be the one the queen tries to captivate with a full display of

her charms, but it is the hog that responds to her bold sexual advances (chapter 54).

A more typical example involves the seven spiders in chapter 72. Tripitaka falls prey to 

the seven passions when he ventures single-handed into the den of the seven spiders. He has 

turned down Monkey's offer to go instead, in the symbolic sense of letting down his guard in 

a moment of careless flippancy. Significantly Pa-chieh volunteers to kill these 

spiders-tumed-women when Monkey refuses to do it on the ground that it is beneath his 

dignity to kill these demons while they are in the water. But he first commits an act of 

sexual transgression against these girls before he tries unsuccessfully to kill them: he 

transforms into a sheat fish, and darts obscenely between their legs. The implication of the 

scene is quite clear: when Tripitaka indulges the seven passions, he opens the door to carnal
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desire which is the foremost of all passions. As may be expected, the hog fails to subdue the 

spiders; instead he becomes totally lost in the cobweb of passions.

The inglorious function Pa-chieh performs in connection with sexuality may be 

summarized by way of Monkey's comment on him in chapter 80. In the dark forest, 

Tripitaka falls victim to the rodent spirit in the disguise of a young lady supposedly 

abandoned to her fate by bandits. It is certainly not by accident that Tripitaka orders 

Pa-chieh to untie her from the tree. For the sex-crazed pig has already made up his mind 

that such a pretty face cannot possibly be "a monster-spirit" (Yu 1977:4.77). Moreover, he 

allows his carnal instincts to take over, wildly trying to imagine to the master how Monkey 

might want to rendezvous with her in secret. Impatiently Monkey cuts him short: "I'm no 

miserable bum like you who loves sex more than life, and who will sell out his friends for a 

price. Remember how dumb you were when you were deceived by that household's offer to 

take you in as a son-in-law and ended up being tied to a tree?" fWffcS 

jiC f t j im  T 'iP M y ,  (Yu 1977:4.77 and Wu

1973:1104). In a case like this one, it may seem a bit unfair for the monkey to pounce on the 

poor pig when it is the master who shows an affinity to the demon by ordering her rescue. 

But this is exactly the function Pa-chieh is expected to perform-to externalize the master’s 

sexual energy so that it may be eliminated. In other words, he is set up to blame. Monkey is 

simply trying to wake Tripitaka to the emptiness of sexuality when he brings up Pa-chieh's 

previous experience as a poignant reminder-to his master-that sexuality has been a liability 

to the pilgrim group as a whole since the very start of the journey.
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The author may have evoked the traditional conception of the pig to characterize 

Pa-chieh as a sex-starved glutton, but he does so with intent to wipe clean Monkey's slate so 

that he becomes purely the religion the master practices-he is the elixir in action and 

Tripitaka's medium to "wake to vacuity." We find no parallels between monkey and pig in 

Shihua, for Pa-chieh is yet to become part of the Tripitaka legend. Monkey may be a divine 

guardian to Tripitaka with a past, but it has nothing to do with sexuality. But in the Yuan 

play, Monkey commits many of the same sins that the pig does in the novel, and to a much 

graver extent than the latter on the same stage. In Act 13, Pa-chieh makes his debut on the 

stage with a confession, characteristically, about his ravenous appetite: "Ever since I 

abandoned heaven for the world below, the one thing I hate most is lack of sufficient rotten 

chaff' r ^ n i r F ^ ,  (Yang Jingxian 1961:665). Then, he casts

himself further in the image of the traditional pig by revealing how he plans to assume the 

form of a young Mr. Zhu to entrap a Miss Pei at an assignation she has secretly arranged 

through her personal maid. The young man has chickened out at the last minute, even 

though he is very much in love with Miss Pei, and has plans to marry her, if only her father 

does not intend to renege on his promise. Zhu's certain absence—and Miss Pei does not yet 

know about it-becomes a windfall that drops into the lap of the pig spirit. The trick he 

resorts to-he assumes human form for sexual purposes-is very much reminiscent o f the pig 

spirits we have referred to earlier. The final sexual act Pa-chieh performs in the play occurs 

in Act 17 when he allows himself, along with Sha Monk, to be raped in the women’s 

Kingdom of Western Liang by ladies on the queen's personal staff.
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While Pa-chieh is typically the sexual and ravenous pig, Monkey is molded in the play 

according to the traditional monkey lore.6 The earliest allusion to the sexual monkey is 

perhaps the comment on hexagram Bo (§ i)  in Jiaoshi yilin (The Grove of

Changes According to Jiao Yanshou): "The huge ape from the South Mountain kidnaps my 

lovely concubine. Frightened, I dare not chase. I withdraw and sleep alone" &

J B M f i  (Jiao Yanshou 1977:59.48148). In Mihoufu M W  (A 

Rhapsody on Monkeys) by Ruan Ji (|SjcHF, 210-263), monkeys do not resort to violence, but 

put on the most winning facade of a Sima Xiangru 179 BC-117 BC), the

legendary rhapsodist who had seduced the widowed Zhuo Wenjun : "Addicted to 

sensual pleasure and with a perfect ogle, they show the most seductive manner of
i

Changqing" I f t f  8 W 5 M . (1965:95.1653-1654).

In Bowu ~hi (Records of Strange Things), Zhang Hua (!&(£, 232-300) testifies to 

the potency of the monkey-kidnapper motif from Jiaoshi yilin: "In the Nangao Mountain in 

Shu, there are creatures that resemble monkeys... Upon seeing beautiful women on the road, 

they would seize them... and take them to wife. The younger of the women would never be 

able to return home for the rest of their lives. Anyway, they would look like the monkeys in 

ten years, and by that time their minds would also become so confused that they would not 

think of home any more" lijli ljT O lll± , W niZ V A i; -

mwnz, m s u a  (Fan Ning

1980:36). But the most famous of monkey-kidnappers is the white ape who seizes the wife 

of Ouyang He in the chuanqi story of unknown authorship entitled Bu Jiang

6

Cf. Qian Zhongshu, 1979:2.546-47 and Glen Dudbridge, 1970:114-154.
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Zong baiyuan zhuan (A Recount o f Jiang Zong's Story of the White Ape).

This white ape is something of a demigod. He has lived for over a thousand years, and has 

more than enough supernatural powers to handle humans--he has seized over thirty 

women-but not yet enough to deal with the mountain god who has lain a complaint against 

him with higher divine authorities. Eventually Ouyang He is able to kill him only with the 

inside help of the kidnapped women, but most of all because the divine authorities has 

already sealed the ape's fate (Hu Lunqing 1946:1-6).

Now Monkey is the epitome of this motif in the Yuan play. In Act 9, he reveals a 

definitive link with the monkey-kidnappers by admitting that he has seized the princess of 

the Kingdom of the Golden Tripod He further discloses how he has stolen hat,
|

. robes, wine and peaches from heaven for this woman with whom he seems to be genuinely

in love. But barely has the banquet he throws in her honor begun than the celestial forces 

arrive and, unlike Monkey in the novel, he does not stand a chance with the heavenly 

generals. However, his wicked obstinacy persists even after he agrees to be converted by 

Tripitaka in exchange for his life. He volunteers to substitute for his master when the queen 

of the women's Kingdom of Western Liang tries to violate the monk on the pretext that 

Tripitaka is still a virgin, and green in such matters, with the implication that he himself is 

not. But, coldly, the queen rejects his advances. In Act 19, he solicits an audience with the 

Iron-Fan Princess with intent to borrow her fan, so that Tripitaka may continue his

journey, but as it happens, he begins to brazenly molest the female demon: "This disciple is 

not shallow, and you are not that deep. Let us each contribute a piece to form a pair of 

demons" W m  #-*3 { fcfcffc& tB -tt, (Yang Jingxian
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1961:683). The explicitly sexual innuendoes plainly characterize him as a vulgarized 

version not only o f the plain-robed scholar-Monkey in Shihua, but also of the white ape in 

the Ouyang He story.

Surely Monkey and Pa-chieh belong to different literary traditions, but the fact that they 

both commit rather similar sexual transgressions indicate, at the very least, that the 

playwright did not intend them for drastically divergent symbolic roles. Does this mean, 

accordingly, that the novelist had assigned a different symbolic value to each of his 

characters, Monkey and Pa-chieh in particular? Indeed, as Qiang Zhongshu points out, 

Monkey has entirely done away with the monkey attributes in the novel (1979:2.547). But I 

think he only appears to have done so. Actually he is far from being sexually innocent. If he
I

has indeed done away with his amorous impulses, there would be no need for Pa-chieh’s 

symbolism. What actually happens is that Pa-chieh becomes so related to Monkey that the 

pig lore has replaced the monkey lore within a clearly defined, but generally unrecognized, 

symbolic framework.

The fact that the attributes Pa-chieh possesses originate with the stone monkey links the 

symbolism of one to that of the other. In chapter 42 Guanyin tells Monkey to pick up the 

vase, which now contains an oceanful o f water after having traveled through "the three 

rivers, the five lakes, the eight seas, and the four big rivers" (Yu 1977:2.272). But Monkey, 

who has come to solicit her help, is not strong enough to lift it, especially after he himself 

has just sustained wounds in the hands o f the Red Boy. Guanyin then teases him: "I want 

you to take it with you, but you are unable to pick up the vase. I want the Dragon Girl of 

Goodly Wealth to go with you, but I fear that you are not a person of kindly disposition. All
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you know is how to hoodwink people. When you see how beautiful my Dragon Girl is, and 

what a treasure is my immaculate vase, you will try to steal them.7 If you succeed, where 

would I find time to go look for you?" $11-% fft'fcT

m m m m ,

-9 S 7 £ , (Yu 1977:2.273 and Wu 1973:585). Certainly Monkey

would not admit to any such intent, but he discloses a hint as to his checkered past: 

"Bodhisattva, you are so suspicious! Since your disciple embraced the complete poverty, he 

has never indulged in such activities"

# 1 *  f  (Ibid. 1977:2.273 and 1973:585-586).

It should be noted that he draws a clear-cut line between before and after he became a
II
, monk, or between before and after his reincarnation, or rather between himself and the

monkey king. To put it differently. Monkey admits to his predecessor's having committed 

such acts of transgression as stealing beautiful women before he suffered the serious 

consequences of forfeiting his hard-earned immortal status. Moreover, Monkey also 

confesses, on other occasions, to his predecessor's cannibalism Pa-chieh has also committed 

before the pig acts Guanyin's advice and begins to abide by the "eight precepts." For 

instance, Monkey explains to Tripitaka in chapter 27 the kind of tricks he used to pull on the 

gullible in an effort to awaken Tripitaka to the Cadaver Demon's deception: "When I was a 

monster back at the Water-Curtain Cave, I would act like this if I wanted to eat human flesh. 

I would change myself into gold or silver, a lonely building, a harmless drunk, or a beautiful 

woman. Anyone feebleminded enough to be attracted by me I would lure back to the cave.

7

I have changed "it" in Yu's translation to "them." As the Chinese text indicates, Guanyin suspects that 
Monkey might want to steal both the Dragon Girl and the vase.
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There I would enjoy him as I pleased, by steaming or boiling. If I couldn't finish him off in 

one meal, I would dry the leftovers in the sun to keep for rainy days"

mt m\m, mm-. &mk, mmmm,
# m  imm&n-, wr, awBTTRtfciM!
{Ibid. 1977:2.23 and 1973:367). And again in chapter 80 when the master insists upon 

untying the rodent spirit in disguise from the tree: "Master, you may have no idea about this, 

but it's the kind of business old Monkey has done before. This is the way monster-spirits try 

to get human flesh to eat" {Ibid.

1977:4.77 and 1973:1104).

That the pig motif could have been substituted for the monkey motif is determined by the 

fact that each pilgrim performs a function only as part o f the stone monkey's collective 

reincarnation. As a single entity, the stone monkey exhibits all the monkey traits o f the 

traditional monkey lore, but upon his death, the various elements that have conspired to 

bring about his downfall have been externalized as Monkey, Tripitaka, Pa-chieh, Sha Monk 

and the white horse. It is not that hunger and female beauty cannot touch Monkey, but that 

Pa-chieh is set up to take the fall in all these matters. In this sense the pig lore has indeed 

replaced the monkey lore. However, the pig traits are still the monkey traits when we take 

into consideration how the pig originates with the monkey.

It is quite evident that Pa-chieh's last name “Chu” or “Hog” defines the attributes of the 

human nature by bringing into the story the pig lore while his alternative name contains the 

mechanism whereby these attributes may be transformed. Despite the pig traits that replicate 

and enhance the monkey traits, the fate that awaits Tripitaka is entirely different from what
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III
i

has befallen the stone monkey. The Tang monk becomes a buddha upon his successful quest 

for the elixir whereas his predecessor suffered transmigration. To a certain extent, Pa-chieh 

makes the difference. Although he remained out o f sight, the pig instincts were the 

motivation for all kinds of outrages the stone monkey had committed. That the pig in the 

master is externalized on the onset of his endeavor constitutes the opening victory of a 

crucial battle against the human mind, for it announces publicly that the practitioner’s pig 

traits must be done away with.

But it is up to Monkey to help Pa-chieh live up to his alternative name in order to bring 

about the transformation. The triangular relationship of Pa-chieh, Monkey and Tripitaka 

represents, I think, the Buddhist conception o f the so-called "three studies" which 

include discipline meditation aE and wisdom or prajna According to this 

conception, discipline constitutes the basis of the other two branches. An active mind that 

feeds on the six senses is the poison of meditation on which wisdom is based. The fact that 

Pa-chieh often fails to toe the line poses a real threat to Monkey who is wisdom. Initially 

Tripitaka always gives total ear to the hog and rejects the monkey’s advice as a symbolic 

gesture whereby the dictates of his instincts prefer creature comforts to religion.

Accordingly he always suffers the consequences of becoming identified with a demon by 

way of being kidnapped. As the "baby" in action, Monkey risks being impaired by 

Tripitaka's affinity, through Pa-chieh, to the demons. But as "wake to vacuity" in action, he 

proves the most powerful weapon Tripitaka may have to counteract the effects Pa-chieh has

on him.8

8

The function Monkey performs represents what the Buddhists call or the wisdom o f prajna which
is the realization o f  the empty nature o f  all things. The triangular relationship may further be understood in the
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The conflict between Monkey and the lion, elephant and roc in chapters 74 through 77 is 

the most eloquent example that shows how supremely important discipline can be for 

wisdom. It is true particularly with this episode that a demon that flees his or her master 

represents his or her departure from what that particular master embodies. It is common 

knowledge that Manjusri who rides a lion stands for wisdom while Samantabhadra i=f 

who rides a white elephant stands for meditation (Li Mingquan 1990:103). Naturally the 

elephant, by fleeing his master, represents departure from meditation. Without meditation 

there can be no wisdom; hence Manjuri's loss of the lion. But the twofold loss results from 

lack of discipline. The key is the roc, the "third great king" who has the lion and elephant 

under his thumb.
I♦

The very fact that the roc is related to the peacock the Buddha has subdued is intended to 

raise the battle against appetite to an issue of supreme import by drawing parallels between 

the Sakyamuni and the pilgrims. According to the Buddha, the roc is a symbol for 

cannibalistic appetite somewhat related to himself. He explains to Monkey in chapter 77 

that it was bom of the phoenix together with the peacock: "When the peacock first came 

into the world, it was a most savage creature, able to devour humans. In fact, it could suck 

in a human with one breath from a distance of some forty miles. I was on top o f the Snow 

Mountain, having just perfected my sixteen-foot diamond body, when the peacock sucked

context o f  these remarks Huineng has made in his Jingang hanruo boluomi jin gxu  
(Preface to The Diamond Sutra): "Diamond is treasured all over the world, for it is hard and powerful by 
nature, and can break all things. But hard as it may be, the horn o f  the antelope can destroy it. Diamond stands 
for the buddha-nature while the hom o f the antelope stands for worldly care... Hard as the buddha-nature may 
be, it can be destroyed by care. But hard as care may be, it can be destroyed by the wisdom o f  prajna. The 
hom o f the antelope may be hard, iron may destroy it" #^3.m. mmm, mmw. mm, mmm.. mmm. n

( 1990:4220). Buddha-nature is resident in Tripitaka, but Pa-chieh represents Tripitaka’s 
tendency to enjoy life which breeds care. Monkey is the "iron" that can destroy the "hom o f the antelope" for 
only through him can Tripitaka come to the realization that all things are empty.
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me into his stomach... I cut my way out through his back and rode him back to the Spirit 

Mountain" (Yu 1977:4.33). It is important to note that the novelist has substituted the 

ravenous peacock for the scriptural Mara and his army as the demons that the Buddha had 

vanquished before he achieved buddhahood. The very fact that the peacock turned into a 

vehicle-the Buddha rode it to the Spirit Mountain-signifies its total submission. To put it 

differently, the cannibalistic appetite the peacock represents is the last obstacle to the highest 

form of Buddhist realization, but it is merely subdued rather than eliminated.

As brother to the peacock, the roc is also a symbol for cannibalistic appetite. The Little 

Wind Cutters 'h&jJxl describe his appetite in chapter 74 to Monkey, alias Chief Wind Cutter 

"Our third great king, however, does not live here, for his original residence was 

located about four hundred miles west of here, in a city by the name of the Lion-Camel 

State. Five hundred years ago, he devoured the entire city--the king, the civil and military 

officials, the populace, male and female, old and young-and took over the kingdom" (Yu 

1977:3.407). The pilgrims have to conquer the roc in imitation of Sakyamuni's triumph 

over the peacock, but the roc is obviously the pilgrims' own demon for several reasons. 

Despite the fact that he is the peacock's twin brother, the roc is linked directly to the 

pilgrims. The Little Cutters' revelation about the demon's appetite clearly links him to the 

hog. Moreover, reference to "five hundred years ago" plainly alludes to the stone monkey’s 

cannibalism during that period.

But the roc proves quite a handful for Monkey not only because he possesses greater 

prowess and unusual cunning; more importantly, these qualities enable him to exert a strong 

hold over the lion and elephant. As the Little Wind Cutters further disclose to Monkey, the
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roc is the architect o f the entire scheme intended for the pilgrims: "Our great great king and 

the second great king have long resided in the Lion-Camel Cave of the Lion-Camel Ridge... 

But fearing his disciple, Pilgrim Sun, who is said to be exceedingly formidable, our third 

great king was afraid he couldn't quite handle the situation all by himself. He came, 

therefore, to become a bondbrother with the two great kings at this place. The three o f  them 

are thus united in their determination and efforts to catch that T'ang monk" (Yu 1977:3.407).

Moreover, he is the one that constantly rises to the occasion with a cunning unique 

among the demons the pilgrims have so far encountered. In chapter 73, Monkey enters the 

Lion-Camel Cave in the disguise of a Little Wind Cutter. Despite himself, he playfully preys 

on the fear the demons all have for his seventy-two transformations by changing a hair into a 

fly. He has fooled the lion and elephant, but the roc quickly sees through his cover amidst 

the ensuing massive confusion. In chapter 96, Monkey first subdues the lion by getting 

inside his stomach; he then subdues the elephant by jabbing his iron rod in his trunk. Both 

demons are vastly dismayed by the defeat but, when Monkey frees them, they are genuinely 

moved by his generosity. However, the roc instantly turns them around at a time when they 

decide to show their gratitude by escorting the pilgrims across the mountain. He 

masterminds an elaborate plot with which they will first soften the pilgrims with an open 

display of gratitude; they will then surprise the pilgrims when their guards are down. The 

plot proves an enormous success.

As a symbol for lack of discipline, the strong hold the roc casts over the malleable lion 

and elephant signifies that meditation and wisdom depend a great deal on discipline. There 

are no elephant of meditation and lion of wisdom, but only lion and elephant demons, when
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human nature, appetite in this particular case, is not subject to discipline. Thus Monkey's 

initial advantage over the lion and elephant constitutes the opening victory of a mere battle 

rather than that of the war. The victory quickly turns into disaster when the roc cuts his feet 

from under Monkey by seizing the entire group. The roc of appetite effectively proves the 

futility of their efforts to achieve meditation and wisdom if we regard Monkey’s earlier 

victories over the symbolic lion and elephant as attempts the pilgrims make in this direction.

The novelist singles out one particular detail to drive further home his message about 

appetite. In chapter 77, Monkey tries to flee the battle scene when the three demons gang up 

on him. Never before has the somersault failed him, but now for the first time it does. For 

the roc can "cover ninety thousand miles" with one flap of his wing. With two flaps, he
I

gains on Monkey. Obviously there is a connection between this roc--which is called a Peng 

|fj--and the Peng in Zhuangzi. As the well-known fable indicates, the fish turned bird "beats 

the whirlwind and rises ninety thousand li" (Watson 1968:29).9 The superiority o f this 

borrowed power announces loud and clear that the complete and instantaneous 

enlightenment-which the somersault represents--is impossible unless human nature is 

subject to discipline.

Surely Tripitaka's liberation from the roc of inordinate appetite may be compared to 

stories of a similar nature in the Buddhist scriptures. On one occasion a king had an 

enormous appetite, but the Buddha instructed him: "People should uphold correct 

thought/And know the limit to the food they eat" T ltf t l lk /E ) . Ashamed of

his appetite, the king gradually reduced the amount he took (Baochang T.2121:98). In

9

Chen Shibin has pointed out the relationship between the two birds, but he regards the roc as a metaphor 
that stands for the Taoist conception o f  the "pure, pre-heaven vital force" 7 (Wu 1968:785).
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another instance a Buddhist monk studied with Upagupta a legendary figure

reputedly to have helped numerous monks achieve arhatship, but he could not become 

realized because of his fondness for food. Upagupta told him to visualize food as medicine; 

he did and overcame the weakness (/bid T.2121:96). By analogy, the pig is the appetite and 

the roc may be regarded as this appetite run to extreme so that it becomes an obstruction to 

Tripitaka's realization. The fierce determination with which the roc kidnaps the pilgrims is a 

metaphor for the enormous hazard an inordinate appetite may pose to the monk with intent 

to become fully realized.

It is likewise a Buddha figure that provides the resolution to the conflict in Xiyou ji. 

Following his defeat. Monkey seeks out the Buddha who "pointed at the roc with his finger 

and immediately the monster-spirit felt such cramps through his huge wings that he could 

not fly away" (Yu 1977:4.35). At the same time Manjursi and Samantabhadra the Buddha 

summoned have also taken their respective saddle beast firmly under control, after the beasts 

made a last desperate attempt at the Buddha, once again at the roc's instigation. As in other 

instances, the Buddha may be regarded as the revelation of Tripitaka’s buddha-nature as the 

result of a process whereby Monkey wakes Tripitaka to vacuity.

Similarly, the eventual resolution of the Pa-chieh problem further dramatizes the theme 

of discipline. We have demonstrated that Pa-chieh's name refers to two distinct sets of 

"eight precepts." One aims exclusively to regulate his gastronomic appetite while the other 

and Buddhist one proscribes sexuality and some other unpleasant streaks in his character. 

Unexpectedly the goals each tries to achieve differ rather drastically. According to the 

dictates o f the Buddhist discipline, Tripitaka's robust sexual instincts, which Pa-chieh
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exhibits in abundance, are among those that must be entirely eliminated. As the terms set up 

in the novel indicates, this Tripitaka has accomplished, but only in a rather ambiguous 

fashion.

The last time the pig makes a public scene with improper sexual overtures is when he 

tries to embrace one of the female immortals, a member of the entourage that accompanies 

the Goddess o f the Moon to subdue the jade hare in chapter 95. In a sense he is repeating the 

mistake that earlier has caused his transmigration, which he has bungled by erroneously 

entering the womb of a sow, but the same mistake does not necessarily lead to a replication 

of the same sin. This time there is Monkey for him to reckon with. In a symbolic act 

whereby Tripitaka gains instant control of his own sexuality, Monkey takes immediate
II

action to prevent this obscene play from evolving into tragedy by grabbing the pig and 

slapping him on the face.

Moreover, this occurs after Tripitaka has meticulously followed Monkey’s advice and 

walked easily through a marriage trap the hare elaborately devised under the pretext of 

finding a royal son-in-law. Earlier we have made the point that the master's kidnapping 

represents his affinity to his human instincts. Now the very fact that the hare is unable to 

entrap him indicates the master’s newly acquired power over his own six senses. Carnal 

desire-this is the pig at his worst-may have made a comeback, but it can no longer 

endanger the monk. Tripitaka's instant reliance upon Monkey constitutes, finally, the victory 

of the Dharma over the flesh. For he has finally learned to trust Monkey rather than 

Pa-chieh.
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But a few doubts may still remain with regard to the hog. Although the master can now 

competently hold off his sexual drive, why is the pig still sexually active at all this close to 

the completion of the endeavor? Note this incident happens in chapter 95. Moreover, the 

novelist has left ambiguous whether or not a few other specters Pa-chieh represents are 

exorcised. For instance, the pig breaches the precept against "false language" in chapter 29. 

When the king of the Precious Image Kingdom asks him and Sha Monk which of

them is good at catching demons, his reply is full of bravado: "Since our journey from the 

Land of the East, I have been the one most capable of subduing monsters" £|

(Yu 1977:2.59 and Wu 1973:398). But his action can hardly match his 

bluff. Immediately afterwards he answers the king's call to rescue the princess from the 

Yellow Robe, but, improbably, he flees the battle after a mere few rounds, leaving Sha Monk 

to fend for himself. In so doing he virtually hands Sha Monk over on a platter; what is more, 

his challenge has so provoked the Yellow Robe that he places Tripitaka in grave danger. For 

subsequently the demon decides to seek revenge by transforming the monk into a tiger.

Pa-chieh also breaches the precept against theft. At his instigation, Tripitaka decides in 

chapter 50 to ignore the circle Monkey has drawn around them. In so doing they abandon 

the protection of discipline which is what Monkey's circle of confinement is all about. Soon 

they come upon a grand, towered building, seemingly deserted, where Pa-chieh finds three 

silk vests to his liking. In spite of Tripitaka's objection, he and Sha Monk each put one on 

with intent to warm their backs. Upon this theft, Laozi's dark bull appears as if out of the 

blue. Surely Pa-chieh's unashamed act of theft, and Tripitaka's ensuing kidnapping, 

constitute evidence of serious consequences without discipline.

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



However, these seeming ambiguities about the pig can be clarified in light of the 

bottomless boat in chapter 98 in which Tripitaka sloughs off his mortal shell as an indication 

that he has achieved perfection. It should be beyond dispute that the hog instincts are 

circumscribed strictly to the impulses of Tripitaka's physical constitution. Sexual or 

otherwise, these instincts ought to, and only, cease to exist upon Tripitaka's loss of his 

phvsicality. In other words, Pa-chieh should emerge from the boat a chastened man as soon 

as his master develops into a full cicada. Conversely the pig instincts should make 

themselves felt until the master arrives at the bottomless boat. But the master has entered 

into alliance with Monkey as we witness in the jade hare incident, and this new relationship 

makes it virtually impossible for the pig to triumph over the monk even before the latter 

sheds his shell.

By contrast Pa-chieh's appetite is not as simple a matter as his sexuality. As the roc 

incident indicates, appetite may hurt Tripitaka's chances for eventual perfection when it is 

left untended, yet it is not something to be entirely eliminated either. To be fair, food 

provides energy. And energy is a function Pa-chieh represents. In chapter 18, Pa-chieh’s 

father-in-law complains about his appetite, but he is willing to give the pig his due when he 

admits to Monkey that when the pig first came, he "worked hard to loosen the earth and 

plow the fields without even using a buffalo; and when he harvested the grains, he did the 

reaping without sickle or staff' (Yu 1977:1.373). Even though he is yet to meet the pig, 

Tripitaka shows an uncanny and keen perception about him when he responds to Mr. Kao: 

"Perhaps it's because he's a good worker that he has such a good appetite" JjffW

(Yu 1977:1.372 and Wu248).
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The master’s comment is true of the hog as a monk, too. After he joins Tripitaka, 

Pa-chieh’s main responsibility is to carry the luggage. In chapter 100, the Buddha confers on 

him the title of Janitor of the Altars mainly "for the merit of toting the luggage"

(Yu 1977:4.425). But what luggage? In addition to the master’s clothes, he also makes 

himself useful for carrying something else, too. In chapter 38, Monkey entices the hog along 

in the middle o f the night with the prospect of finding treasures, but his promise proves 

merely a trick. For what he really intends Pa-chieh to do is to carry the three-year-old corpse 

of the murdered king of the Black Rooster Kingdom Clearly this is a scene that

helps portray Pa-chieh as a symbol of brute force. As a matter o f fact, he is the brute 

strength of the group, and at times, it is his brute force that carries the pilgrims forward.
i
♦

Evidence can be found in chapter 64 where the pilgrims come upon eight hundred miles
i

of brambles at the Bramble Ridge. As Tripitaka, Monkey and Sha Monk debate among 

themselves as to what to do, Pa-chieh magically grows to the height of over two hundred 

feet. Brandishing a three-hundred-feet rake, he clears a path for Tripitaka to follow. But 

Tripitaka does not want to tire him out. After they have thus pushed on for over a hundred 

miles, he asks the pig to take a break. Pa-chieh, however, declines and explains to his 

master: "While the sky is still fair and we’re inspired, we should clear the path right through 

the night and get on with it" (Yu 1977:3.223).

Pa-chieh brings his stamina and pure brute strength to bear once again in chapter 67 at 

the Slimy Shit Alley of the Mountain of Seven Extremes 'fcffelJj The symbolic

value of the name is clearly indicated by the title of the chapter~"Having escaped 

defilement, the Mind of Tao is pure" (Yu 1977:3.272 and Wu 1973:921).
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The persimmons that have fallen from the trees and been left rotten through the centuries, 

and the resultant stench, are a metaphor that represents the centuries-old contamination of 

the human mind. To clean it up is no easy job. Yet Pa-chieh accomplishes it. He opens up 

a path using his huge snout after transforming into a pig of gigantic proportions.10

Moreover, it is appetite that provides Pa-chieh with the energy that stands the pilgrims in 

good stead. Upon his disclosure that he can change into anything big-"a mountain, a tree, a 

boulder, an earth mound, a scabby elephant, a graded hog, a water buffalo, or a camel," he 

hastens to add: "The only thing is that if I change into something big, my appetite is going to 

be even bigger. I must be satisfactorily fed before I can work" WtVfoi&'Mi

S T ,  "prjV (Ibid. 1977:3.286 and 1973:932). The implication is quite 

clear: the bigger the body, the greater the appetite, and hence the greater the strength.

The very fact that the objective Pa-chieh has to achieve is not the elimination of his 

appetite altogether, but "keeping a chaste diet," acknowledges the undeniable reliance of the 

pilgrims upon food for energy, brute force and stamina. As a matter of fact, there are 

frequent references in the Buddhist scriptures to the Buddha and his arhats begging for food. 

In Mohe zhiguan (Great Concentration and Insight), Zhi Yi stresses that "The

body that has its own needs must be replenished by food supplies"

(T. 1911:36). Master Dayu a Tang dynasty monk, also attests to this motif when he 

instructed Master Yunfeng Wenyue who had solicited him for Dharma: "The

wheel of food must turn before the wheel of Dharma... If I have to endure hunger, how can I

10
Obviously the scene is modeled upon the story o f  Yu. According to Suichao zi KfilllrT (Book o f  Master 

Suichao), Yu "transformed into a bear to open up Mount Huanyuan" (Ma Su Juan 12
1968:135).
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find time to enlighten you with Chan?"

(Puji 138:225). But Pa-chieh has been an object o f satire because his appetite goes beyond 

merely providing for energy, especially when we realize that he originates with the stone 

monkey's appetite in heaven, and breeds the roc on the journey. It is the instinct of the 

natural man for food running to an extreme.

The remarkable two-stage change Pa-chieh undergoes, gastronomically, radiates a 

number of significant implications which help shape the fundamental meaning of Tripitaka's 

transformation from a nymph to a gold cicada. First of all the hog has done his bit in 

Tripitaka's quest for the status of earthly immortal. As the text indicates, he began to abide 

by the Taoist "eight precepts” with regard to meat and certain hot viands before the master 

arrives at the Mountain of Two Realms. To put it differently, Pa-chieh's fast plays a 

symbolic role that helps bring the monk and Monkey together. It cannot have been 

otherwise. If he had not abstained from these foods, the master would never have reached 

the Mountain of Two Realms, for he would never attain the elixir. Remember that whoever 

eats the three undesirable foods would never become immortal!

Once he joins up, it is his main duty to keep his diet chaste, which should really mean to 

keep it smaller. This proves no easy job. But he has made progress even though Monkey 

virtually has to drag him kicking and screaming. Only in the context of his reluctance can 

we appreciate his request to Tripitaka in chapter 19: "Now that I have met my master today, 

let me be released from my vegetarian vow" (Yu 1977:1.388

and Wu 1973:260). Why is such a strange request now that he becomes a monk? To his 

way of thinking, it is time to relax, for, as a group, the three pilgrims have now achieved the
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immortal status. As an embodiment of appetite and carnal desire, he'd rather remain beyond 

the stage of the elixir, but before the stage of the buddha-nature, so that he does not have to 

abide by all the rules. The image he evokes here is again the stone monkey who flied in the 

face of all the rules after he attained the immortal status.

But despite his hunger, he has become mature enough in chapter 86 to show concern for 

the woodcutter who entertains them: "Brother woodcutter, I realize that yours is a humble 

livelihood. You may feed us a simple meal, but please don't go to the trouble of making any 

elaborate preparation" t i f f ,  -fie f t l (Ibid. 

1977:4.189 and 1973:1190). However, this does not yet signify a profound transformation. 

For in chapter 96, Tripitaka cannot help but chastise him as a pig "who cares only for 'Eating
I

in the trough/To ease your belly's itch'," after Pa-chieh insists upon staying with the rich but 

hospitable K'ou family so that he can eat his fill whenever he wants. As in sexual matters, 

Tripitaka has to live with the hog in himself, but Pa-chieh can no longer hold him under 

sway. The monk has turned the tables, and begins to exercise control over Pa-chieh.

Genuine change occurs only upon Tripitaka's complete transformation into a cicada in 

chapter 98. If the master signifies his maturity previously by constantly slapping his hungry 

disciple on the wrist, Pa-chieh's suddenly smaller appetite marks his true liberation from the 

body. In chapter 99, hardly does Pa-chieh eat anything than he puts down his bowl at the 

reception to honor their unexpected return to the Ch'en village. He wonders aloud to 

Monkey: "I don't know why, but my stomach seems to have weakened all at once"

(Ibid. 1977:4.408-409 and 1973:1351). But the author clarifies for him 

in chapter 100: "By then, Pa-chieh was not clamoring at all for food or tea, nor did he
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indulge in any mischief... for they had become naturally quiet and reserved since the Tao in 

them had come to fruition"

(Ibid. 1977:4.419 and 1973:1357).

Pa-chieh's office as the Janitor of the Altars also coheres consistently with the theme of a 

"chaste diet." When he protests against the position, the Buddha explains to him: "Because 

you have a large mouth and a huge body with an enormous appetite." Within the four 

continents, numerous people follow this religion. You are to clear the altars whenever there 

are Buddhist services. This is a position that offers enjoyment"

rnmnnm, m
Cheng'en 1973:1361). As a matter of fact, the terms of the Buddha's job offer-that Pa-chieh 

has the privilege to have the first bite with regard to the offerings-have been promised 

earlier to the roc. In chapter 77, the Buddha tries to comfort a crestfallen roc: "In the four 

continents of my domain, there are countless worshipers. I shall ask those who wish to do 

good to sacrifice first to your mouth" 1f,

P  (Yu 1977:4.36 and Wu 1973:1075). How does the Buddha resolve the job conflict 

thus incurred? The only explanation is, as we have indicated, that the roc is Pa-chieh. To be 

more exact, the hog is Tripitaka's appetite, and the roc is the consequences the master suffers 

when he indulges his appetite.

n
I do not follow Anthony Yu's interpretation o f this line--"Because you are still talkative and lazy, and you 

retain an enormous appetite" (1977:4.425). I do not see how " P tt"  could mean "talkative." While cculd 
be "lazy," it could also be a corrupted form o f "®g." In any case, the Buddha is explaining to Pa-chieh why he 
qualifies for the position o f  "Janitor o f  the Altars." A large mouth, a huge body and an enormous appetite make 
him the best candidate. But to be "talkative" and "lazy" does not. Moreover, the author has just clearly 
indicated in the same chapter that Pa-chieh, together with the others, have "become naturally quiet and reserved 
since the Tao in them had come to fruition" K @ if  (Yu 1977:4.419 and Wu 1973:1357). I
do not think he could have been so careless as to contradict himself in the same chapter.
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By no means does the Buddha suggest in his terms that Pa-chieh should give the reins to 

his appetite. The very fact that Pa-chieh should eventually lose much of his appetite 

constitutes a denial of any such reading. As we have indicated, the historical Buddha and 

other realized Buddhist saints such as arhats still need to eat, but only the minimum needed 

to keep them going. On the other hand, the idols of buddhas, bodhisattvas and arhats do 

indeed receive countless offerings, but they do not "clear the altars" utilizing either their own 

digestive tract or that of a Janitor of the Altars. To put it differently, Pa-chieh’s office is 

both practical and symbolic. It represents a practical need if Tripitaka is compared to the 

historical Buddha, but the position itself is totally symbolic.

Surely the Buddha is being humorous with the pig's new job, but then the whole novel is 

full of humor, as the author intends both to teach and entertain.12 This job may not seem 

dignified enough, even to Pa-chieh himself, but it signifies the fulfillment of his alternative 

name. Specifically he has evolved from the pig that resides in the everyman to a qualified 

Janitor of the Altars who may still eat but who abides by both sets of "eight precepts." In 

other words he has chastened his family name of “hog” through the realization of his 

alternative name. What about his first name—"Wu-neng"—literally to "awake to ability?" I 

believe it refers to the spiritual power Monkey represents. At the beginning, Tripitaka often 

rejects Monkey's power, and leans towards Pa-chieh. This partiality arises from the fact that 

the body naturally has to function, sexually or otherwise. But he gradually wakes to the 

emptiness of Pa-chieh's physical power which feeds on the six senses. Discipline is the key 

that effects the transformation. It is not really Pa-chieh who "wakes to true void" by keeping

12

Humor and religion in Xiyou j i  is the topic for a different study.
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a chaste diet; it is rather Tripitaka that "wakes to vacuity" because Pa-chieh keeps a chaste 

diet. As Pa-chieh becomes discipline, Monkey truly becomes Tripitaka's power.
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CHAPTER 7

IVf AUE CHASTITY, DEHUMANIZATION OF WOMEN 
AND THE TAOIST CONCEPTION OF SEMEN

Pa-chieh's sharply diminished appetite and presumably total loss of taste for women by 

the end of the journey mark the extinction of his hog instincts, a sign of his first name having 

been fulfilled and the beast in his family name having been chastened. However, the two 

aspects of the pig metaphor do not receive the same treatment. The novelist follows the 

fortunes of Pa-chieh's appetite for food with the kind of precision he does not repeat in his 

execution of the theme of lust. The hog's happy cannibalistic indulgences before his 

encounter with Guanyin in chapter 8 announce the appetite motif; his admission to an 

ill-fated drinking spree that has led to a sexual offense during the last of his heavenly days 

places his appetite in the perspective of the stone monkey's appetite. The theme reasserts 

itself in chapter 27 when Pa-chieh is so starved that he is ready to sink his teeth 

indiscriminately into whatever the Cadaver Demon dangles out for him; it rises to a 

crescendo in chapters 74 through 77 when the roc's voracious appetite directly endangers 

Tripitaka's quest for the highest form of Buddhist realization. The theme is brought to a 

successful conclusion in the pig's abruptly weakened appetite following the incident at the 

Cloud-Transcending Stream in chapter 98 where Tripitaka finally sloughs off his mortal 

shell. The hog’s elevation to Janitor of the Altars a position that suggests a

largely symbolic appetite, indicates that he has accomplished the objective he set out to 

fulfill—"Keeping a chaste diet to reach the True Void" (Yu 1977:1.411 and

Wu 1973:278).
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But, in contrast, a lot has been left unsaid about the theme of sexuality he also represents. 

As a matter o f fact, this theme strings together more demons and their high-stakes intrigues 

than does that concerning food. It opens with Pa-chieh's sexual misconduct in heaven, and 

his unbridled and unabated sexual demands on earth that exact a heavy toll of Mr. Gao's 

daughter, so much so that her father has begun to look for a realized man to exorcise his 

son-in-law. Nor does the hog’s sexual energy decline after he becomes a Buddhist monk. 

Hounded by the itch in his groin, he exposes Tripitaka to repeated sexual assaults from 

demons and humans alike: the Cadaver Demon in chapter 27, the queen of the women’s 

Kingdom of Western Liang in chapter 54, the scorpion spirit in chapter 55, the Apricot 

Immortal in chapter 64, the rodent spirit in chapters 80 through 84, and the jade hare in
II

chapters 93 through 95.

While Pa-chieh's sexual energy continues to frustrate Tripitaka's spiritual progress, the 

novelist's handling of the theme seems rather ambiguous. To begin with, he does not make 

sexual chastity part of the pig’s overt objective, although sexuality is a major aspect of his 

symbolism. In addition, the eventual transformation in Pa-chieh's sexual conduct does not 

take clear and visible form, if it occurs at all. Surely he must have been deprived of his 

sexual instincts as his master sheds his mortal skin, but the novelist does not indicate 

anything of the sort in unequivocal terms. Moreover, Tripitaka's obsessive concern with the 

integrity o f his semen-a notion alien to the Buddhist teachings that they ostensibly 

practice-adds to the ambiguity o f the matter.

But the master’s concern is exactly what provides a clue to the enigma of the author’s 

treatment of Pa-chieh's sexuality. We should be reminded that the Taoists regard semen as

„  >
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the material base o f the elixir. With this in mind, we should not see sexuality as a motif 

unique only to the hog. Sexual chastity is essential to the stone monkey who had cultivated 

the elixir, and to Tripitaka who has accomplished the same at the Mountain of Two Realms. 

To put it differently, Pa-chieh stands for Tripitaka's sexual drive that strives to channel 

semen away from the concoction of the elixir. And the novelist's ambiguity results from the 

fact that Pa-chieh's sexuality can be considered only as an integral part of Tripitaka's 

symbolism.

In this chapter I will approach the theme of sexuality from the perspective of male 

chastity which Tripitaka practices. This is an area that has not yet been seriously 

investigated in Xiyou j i  criticism, certainly not from the religious point of view. I want to 

deal with what I believe comprises the main aspects of the issue: how women are believed 

to pose a threat to male virginity, and how they are dehumanized in the novel as a way to 

neutralize this threat. Tripitaka may be seen as an extended metaphor reconciling the largely 

Taoist type of virginity which lays emphasis on the protection of semen, and the Buddhist 

practice that stresses the instantaneous enlightenment of the mind. Although he assumes the 

form of a Buddhist monk, he is, as we have already demonstrated, more than what he 

immediately appears to be in many ways. For instance, Tripitaka also acts out the role of a 

Confucian type of filial son and loyal subject when he avenges his parents in chapter 9, and 

accepts the capacity o f an imperial envoy in chapter 12.' We need hardly to argue that this

For discussions on religious syncretism in Xiyou j i ,  see Anthony C. Yu. 1983:222-230 and Andrew Plaks, 
1977:182. For more general discussions on the topic o f  syncretism, see Judith A. Berling, 1980, Liu Ts'un-yan,

1970:291-330 and Ren Jiyu, 1990:661-673.
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I
symbolic range relates him to a much larger number o f religious and literary motifs than his 

Buddhist cassock might indicate.

In terms of a major problem in the history of ideas in Chinese religion, and in Chinese 

literature bearing closely on such ideas, the conflict this chapter sets out to resolve-chastity 

vs. sexuality-is related ultimately to the conception of temptation and trial. With all its 

corrosive power, beauty in women sets up opposition necessary for the perfection o f men. In 

religious practice, trial has often been regarded as a useful device with the potential to turn 

what starts out as something harmful into something definitely positive. To put it 

differently, it is a double-edged sword that may either make or break, depending on the 

choice made by the subject involved. More importantly, it provides a relevant context in 

which the issues of male chastity and dehumanizing women are able to be fully understood. 

In the analysis that follows, we start out with Tripitaka as a symbol of Taoist virginity. This 

is followed by questioning why male chastity is necessary from the religious perspective. It 

ends with a discussion of how trial actually contributes to Tripitaka's virginity.

In Xiyou j i , chastity represents a condition in which male virginity stands up to constant 

sexual assaults from the female characters, most of whom are of a demonic nature. It is in 

terms of chastity that Tripitaka shows his true colors as a Taoist practitioner. The focus of 

the issue here is his semen, which is the chief merit that recommends him to the demons. In 

chapter SS, the scorpion spirit seizes the monk. Explicitly, her objective is to solicit sexual 

intercourse with the master:

That one wanted to mate, breast to breast with thighs entwined;
This one wished to face the wall and seek Bodhidharma in the mount.
The fiend loosened her clothes
To display her fine, scented flesh;
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The T'ang monk bundled up his cloak
To hide his coarse and thick skin. (Yu 1977:3.76)

mum, "mr (wu i973:768>.

When Monkey and Pa-chieh. who have come to the monk's rescue, do battle with her, the 

poem that describes the scene indicates that what is at stake is Tripitaka's semen:

The fiend wished only to seek a mate;
The monk refused to leak his primal sperm.
Yin and yang at odds now clashed together,
Each flaunting its might in this bitter strife.
Quiet yin, to nourish being, quickened in lust;
Tranquil yang purged desires to guard its health. (Yu 1977:3.73. My italics)
m m m m ,  m m m m .

(w u 1973:755).

In chapter 80, the rat spirit reveals exactly the same intentions in seizing Tripitaka: "Since 

that T'ang monk has begun practicing austerities in his youth, he has never allowed his 

original yang to leak out. I was hoping that I could seize him and mate with him so that I 

might become a golden immortal of the Grand Monad"

t E M f l i i ^ K ^ ,  (Yu 1977:4.77 and Wu 1973:1104). Here she clearly reveals

why the monk's semen is so prized by the female demons: it is a key element in their quest 

for the elixir.

In chapter 93, Tripitaka is ambushed by a hare spirit who makes plans to entrap the monk 

in a royal marriage with intent, once again, to obtain Tripitaka's semen. In chapter 95, 

Monkey openly accuses the hare of trying to "ruin his true yang" (Ibid. 1977:4.323

and 1973:1291). In the same chapter, a poem describing Monkey's combat with her also 

indicates that she tries to "unite with his primal sperm" jfii'o (Ibid. 1977:4.329 and

E
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1973:1292). What motivates her, as the story indicates, is again the magical properties o f 

the monk's semen: she is "a monstrous deviate, who abducted the true princess while she 

herself falsely assumed the princess's form. Knowing that the T'ang monk would reach this 

region at that particular hour, day, month, and year, she wangled the wealth of the state to 

erect a festooned tower in order to take him as her mate. She was, you see, desirous of 

picking the vital energy of his true yang so that she would become a superior immortal of 

the Great Monad" -f&KiflS, 4 “

a. tin. w m , m m . m
± £ ± .( l i |  (Ibid. 1977:4.305 and 1973:1273).

Tripitaka's semen also exposes him to the amorous desires of a royal queen, but this time
Ii

it is a real human woman. In chapter 54, when the queen of the women's Kingdom of 

Western Liang lays eyes on his "handsome features" and "dignified looks," she is "utterly 

ravished by what she saw" and "was swept away by amorous passion" (j-1 fjfi&iK,

/£). She cries out to the monk in spite of herself, expressing overtly her sexual intentions in 

an obvious double entendre: "Royal brother of the Great T’ang, aren't you coming to take 

and ride the phoenix?" k M W f a  (Ibid. 1977:3.61 and 1973:756). It is

important to note, however, that Tripitaka owes his good looks entirely to his virginal status. 

In chapter 78, the deer demon makes this point to the king o f the Kingdom of Bhiksu t t f n  

[1[: the monk "is possessed of pure and orderly features. They reveal that he has, in fact, a 

true body which has practiced religion for at least ten incarnations, and that he has been a 

monk since childhood. He is, in truth, someone who has never dissipated his original yang"
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mm, jmmwd.
1977:4.52 and 1873:1086).

Tripitaka's semen is also indirectly responsible for demonic assaults of a different nature. 

It is widely fabled among the demons that the monk's flesh, as in the case of his semen, has 

the miraculous properties of the immortal elixir, the ultimate goal o f the Taoist religious 

practice. When the Cadaver Demon sees the monk in chapter 27, she thus congratulates 

herself: "What luck!... He is actually the incarnation of the Gold Cicada, and he has the 

original body which has gone through the process of self-cultivation during ten previous 

existences. If a man eats a piece of his flesh, his age will be immeasurably lengthened" (Yu 

1077:2.19). The same belief motivates the Gold Hom and Silver Hom brothers in chapters 

32 through 35, the Red Boy in chapters 40 through 42, the gold fish in chapters 47 through 

49, the dark bull in chapters 50 through 52. the seven spiders and the centipede in chapters 

72 and 73, the roc, lion and elephant in chapters 74 through 77, the deer demon in chapters 

78 and 79, the leopard demon in chapters 85 and 86 and the three rhinos in chapters 91 

through 93.

The connection between the monk's semen and his flesh is established in chapter 32 

when Gold Hom explains to Silver Hom how Tripitaka distinguishes himself from all other 

monks: "I heard people say that the T'ang monk is the incarnation of the Elder Gold Cicada, 

a man who has practiced religion for ten existences, and one who has not allowed any of his 

yang energy to be dissipated. If anyone can have a taste of his flesh, his age will be vastly 

lengthened" - H f t — <5 7 ®  A f t-  W A

Pfcflfefa, (Yu 1977:2.112 and Wu 1973:445). The way the Chinese original is
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phrased, the miraculous properties of the flesh may be understood as being derived directly 

from the fact that he has not dissipated his "yang energy." Moreover, Tripitaka's seminal 

integrity is always mentioned in the same breath with his religious practice when demons 

refer to. the monk. This is rather to say that Tripitaka's religious practice focuses on semen, 

as far as these demons are concerned. In turn this means that it is his virginity that has 

resulted in the great edibility of his flesh as a substitute for the immortal elixir.

Not only does the massive interest the demons express in his semen tend to define 

Tripitaka as a symbol for the Taoist idea o f virginity, but his own obsession with it also 

confirms his place in that category. In chapter 54, he reasons with Monkey about the 

importance of protecting his semen: "How could I consent to lose my original yang and 

destroy the virtue o f Buddhism, to leak my true sperm and fall from the humanity o f our

faith?" m m m ,  m i m m \  m r m k %  m .  1977:3.59 and

1973:754). These lines provide an appropriate footnote on the remarks Tripitaka addresses 

to the scorpion spirit in chapter 55 who has tried all her feminine guile on him: "My true 

yang is treasure most precious. How could I give it to a powdered cadaver?" JPH  

%  1977:3.77 and 1973:768).

To Tripitaka, to lose semen would result in falling from the status o f humanity, hence 

semen is "treasure most precious;" despite his reference to it as a "virtue of Buddhism," 

phrases like "true yang" and "true sperm" are more properly Taoist terminology. Surely the 

Buddhists strictly proscribe sex. For instance, the Buddha warns his audience in Zengyi 

Ahan jing: "Nor with women/Form any relationship or communicate" A ,

s '  ip (Sanghadeva T. 125:563). But the concern the Buddhists express is hardly with semen.

r~v
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What is seriously at stake is the purity of the mind. One typical example is found in Za 

Ahan jing  in which Mara's three daughters-Tanha HSfc, Arati and Raga 

presented to the Buddha in a succession the beauty of women as virgin as bride ty]

in pregnancy as new mother in middle age and in old age W

each in a hundred variety of forms. But the mind of the Buddha could not be wavered, 

for he had completely "disengaged himself from all forms of sexual desire"

(Gunabhadra T.99:1092.287).

By contrast, Ananda sometimes provides a relatively negative example of someone 

who cannot detach himself from sexuality in Buddhist literature. For instance, a young 

Matanga girl named Prakrti irfcpTrff fell in love with Ananda and openly propositioned him 

in Modengjia jing  (Sutra of the Matanga). Initially Ananda rejected her, but fell a

helpless prey when her mother resorted to magic powers to force the union. He was rescued 

only when the Buddha intervened at the last moment (Zhu Liiyan T. 1300:399-401).

Certainly Ananda's failure can be attributed only to his weak and still mundane mind, 

especially when compared to the Buddha's outstanding performance before the three Mara 

daughters.

As a matter of fact, the Buddha makes this very point in Shou lengyan jing  which opens 

with this anecdote involving Anada and the Matanga girl. Here the Buddha warns Ananda 

after his cousin failed to measure up: "Therefore, Ananda, to practice meditation without 

purging yourself o f sexual desire-this would be to steam sand with the hopes that that it 

would become rice. It can only be called hot sand after thousands of kalpas"

(Pramiti T.945:131). Obviously

r
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in this spirit Zhao Yi 1727-1814) ridicules Ananda in Oubei shichao SU bi^f#  

(Collected Poems of Oubei): "Ananda himself lacked the meditative power/It's not as if 

Matanga possessed any powerful magic incantations" |®Tjlflf=l 

(1968:475).

The Buddhists object to sexual indulgence because it clouds the mind so that it loses its 

meditative power, but spiritual contamination is attested primarily by the loss of one’s magic 

prowess. According to Huishangpusa wen shanquan jing  J r . ^ | o ] # f 3 £ H  (Sutra of

Bodhisattva Superior Wisdom Who Asks About Expediency), five realized men mistook 

Monk Dustless Tc-^tbJr-th is is Maitreya in one o f his previous incarnations--for a filthy 

man when they saw a woman emerge from his grotto. The fact of the matter was that the 

woman only took refuge in his chamber during the rain. To prove his innocence, Monk 

Dustless rose to the sky. According to the scripture, he needed to prove his innocence in 

order to save the five men from descending to hell, for to slander a highly placed Buddhist 

monk was a grave sin. Upon seeing the display of magic power, the five men realized their 

mistake: "They each admitted: 'As our scriptures indicate, he who is contaminated by the 

dust of desire cannot fly" £ rB : (Dharmaraksa

T.345:157-158).

This stress on the harmful effect of spiritual contamination upon one's magic powers is 

also the key note in a similar story involving, once again, Ananda, in the same sutra.

Ananda mistook Prince of Double Victory JfJbkiE for a filthy man when he saw the 

bodhisattva in bed with a woman. To prove his innocence, the bodhisattva rose to the sky 

and challenged Ananda: "Can anyone rise and remain in the empty sky after performing the
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forbidden act of filth?" (Ibid. T.354:157). The same story is

also recorded in Dachengfangbian jing W &  (Sutra o f Expediency According to 

Mahayana) in which the Buddha explains to Ananda why the bodhisattva can have been in 

bed with a woman but avoided forfeiting his magic powers: "A bodhisattva has achieved the 

all-comprehensive wisdom. So he does not incur demonic attack and any form of 

contamination even though he indulges the pretty maids in the palace"

(Daoshi T.2122:727-28).2 

Surely this motif is closely related to the pilgrims. In chapter 4 of this study, we listed 

scriptural examples to indicate obvious parallels between Monkey's loss of the immortal 

status and the loss o f magic powers the non-Buddhist practitioners experience. But 

Tripitaka is definitively a Taoist, so far as his semen is concerned. In Huangdi neijing 

smven (Simple Questions From Inner Classic of the Yellow Emperor), semen

is said to be "the source of life" (Wang Bing 1968:17). In Han Wudi

neizhuan, Xiwangmu instructs Emperor Wu of the Han when the latter asks her how to 

achieve longevity: "He who pursues the Tao should... concentrate on the One and value the 

liquid semen" ^ .. .  (1977:8.6097). In chapter 22 of Huangting

neijing jing  (Inner Vision Scripture of the Yellow Court), Wei Huacun (f&-£

251-334) warns: "Guard the chamber of semen with great urgency and release none of it 

carelessly/Thus kept and preserved, semen lengthens one's life"

(1988:254). In chapter 28, she further explains that to preserve semen is the way of 

the immortals: "Immortals and realized persons are nothing miraculous/AU they do is

2 In this second sutra, the same bodhisattva is known as Prince o f Universal Respect
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accumulate semen and preserve vital energy to achieve perfection" fllj fRtS

^ W fig ;# (1 9 8 8 :2 6 2 ).3

In Sandong zhunang (A Pouch of Pearls from the Three Grottos), Laozi

stresses likewise the supreme importance of semen: "For the way of immortal life, semen is 

the prize. From semen humans are evolved. Semen is also called the Tao exactly because it 

is the prize" (Wang Xuanhe

1977:42.33835). To value semen is also the point the immortal Guangchengzi 

emphasizes to the Yellow Emperor in their famous dialogue in Ge Hong's Shenxian 

zhuarr. "Do not overexert your physique, and do not stir your semen; only then will you 

achieve a long life" (13.6:1a). The same theme
It

characterizes in particular Pengzu's ifjfiL legendary long life in the same book. Pengzu 

reveals his secret by laying specific emphasis on the preservation of semen: "Hence The 

Scripture says that men of the highest caliber sleep in a separate bed, and those of a lower 

category manage to sleep in a separate quilt. But a hundred doses of [immortal] medicine is 

still inferior to sleeping alone" $  «*£»

(13.6:4a).4 Obviously this Taoist belief in the miraculous effects of semen constitutes the 

message of this poem in chapter 24 o f Xiyou j i , which is a comment on the hog’s failure to

It is a tradition in the Taoist religion to have women teach men in the way o f  the immortals. Xiwangmu 
and Wei Huacun are merely two o f  the examples. Other examples include XuannU or the Dark Girl who 
descended to teach the Yellow Emperor how to defeat Chiyou i t ' i t  (Zhao Daoyi, 1977:8.6175); she and Sunil 
ifcix, or the Plain Girl who enlightened the Yellow Emperor on how to use the sexual techniques to achieve 
longevity in Suniimiaolun and Sunii Xuannu jin g  R. H. Van Gulik 1961:119-169,
1990:119-224,1992:318-355 and 395-415) and Yunhua furen or Lady Cloudy Flower who helped
Yu to conquer the great flood (Du Guangting 1977:30.24173).

Contrary to these remarks, Pengzu also represents a success in using sexual techniques to achieve 
longevity. Cf. Yufangzhiyao (R- H. Van Gulik 1961:137 and 1990:183).
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pass the test set by Guanyin: "You have but one principle sum;/You can't add profit to your 

purse./Guard and keep well your precious capital,/Which you must not squander and waste"

mmmm, 'mitmm (Yu 1977:1.461 and wu

1973:321).

Moreover, the linking of Tripitaka's handsome features to the preservation o f semen by 

the deer demon in chapter 78 is also not unfounded. But we need to distinguish the Taoist 

conception, once again, from the Buddhist conception with regard to the same issue. The 

Buddhists attribute good looks to the good karma generated in one's previous existences. In 

Huayanjing (Garland Sutra), for instance, Bodhisattva Treasure-head

explicates this issue in a reply to Manjusri's inquiry as to why there are differences such as 

"decent and indecent looks" (2$lEiLH ): "As is the karma, so is the fruit" tW

M -fe (T.279:66-67). Similarly, the thirty-two features and eighty characteristics

which the Buddha possesses are also attributed in the Buddhist writings to 

his remarkably good karma. For instance, according to Shengtianwangjing (Sutra

of the King who Triumphs over Heavens), the Buddha has "full cheeks like those of a lion" 

nJIHHF) because he has practiced abstinence most comprehensively since the 

earliest times (Daoshi T.2122:348). Likewise he possesses the

"concealed genitals like that of a horse" (S rf^ ^ tB ) because he has exercised abstinence and 

kept away from sexual desire iMtJl (Ibid.).5

5

These are not direct citations from the sutra. Daoshi i f  tS has paraphrased them in his own words. Cf. 
Upasunya R HP, trans.. T.231:723.
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i
!

Only the Taoists link physical features to semen. In Liu Xiang's Liexian zhuan, 

Rongcheng gong "excelled in matters of nourishing and guiding the vital forces. He

extracted semen from the mysterious female... Hence his hair returned from white to black, 

and his fallen teeth were all restored" rft.

(Liu Xiang 1977:8.6112)6 Laozi, who engaged in the same practices, "valued receiving but 

refrained from giving" (Ibid). The "mysterious female" is an obvious allusion

to chapter 6 o f Daode jing-  "The spirit of the valley never dies./This is called the mysterious 

female./The gateway of the mysterious female/Is called the root of heaven and earth" 

f t  (D. C. Lau 1989:S-9).

According to Chen Zhixu 1290-?), the "mysterious female" is "where yin and

yang form semen" (Xue Daoguang 1977:4.2866), a phrase that generates all

kinds of interpretations.7 But how does Rongcheng gong nourish semen at this place? The

basic notion underlying the practice may perhaps be summarized in Laozi's idea o f a 

newborn babe--"It does not know of the union of male and female yet its male member will 

stir" (D. C. Lau 1989:81).8 In other words, the "mysterious female"

6

Rongcheng gong's name has often been associated with or sexiyoga. See Li Yangzheng, 1989:262 
and 3 16. One only has to regard "the gateway o f  the mysterious female" as a yonic symbol and his practice as 
Ge Hong describes it would become rather sexually explicit. For a general introduction to the Taoist sexual 
techniques, see R. H. Van Gulik, 1961, 1990 and 1992, Douglas Wile, 1992 and Livia Kohn, 1993:153-159.

7

There are various interpretations o f this phrase. See and in Hu Fuchen, 1995:1169 and 
1170.

8

The Taoists call this moment or "the flexible hour o f  zi." The "hour o f  zi" is the time when yang 
begins to return but, in the practice o f  the elixir, it varies from person to person; hence it is "flexible." For 
reference, see Nan Huaijin, 1994:125.142 and 186.
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alludes to a particular moment rather than an actual place. The Taoists that follow Laozi 

prize in particular the moment when "the male member begins to stir," for it signifies the 

strong presence o f the vital forces,9 the materials for the production of the elixir. Zhang 

Boduan's line--"When one yang stirs, this is the time for making the elixir"

(Xue Daoguang 1977:4.286l)-refers exactly to this situation.

Tripitaka is no "newborn babe"-Pa-chieh's unashamed acts o f philandering constitute 

evidence that the pilgrim group headed by the master knows only too well of the "union of 

male and female." Only when Tripitaka unlearns this habit can the pilgrim group return 

collectively to the state of "a newborn babe" whose male member may stir, but no sexual 

impulses are involved. The fact that Rongcheng gong's fallen teeth were replaced, and his 

white hair turned black, attests to his transformation from an old man to just such "a 

newborn babe." Surely this is why Tripitaka insists upon male chastity: he refrains from 

giving any of his semen away-as does Laozi himself in Shenxian zhuan-w ith intent to 

preserve the elixir which he has acquired at the Mountain of Two Realms. Admittedly, the 

insistence of the demons upon Tripitaka's previous nine existences constitutes evidence that 

the Buddhist conception of karma is also at work. But then his obsession with semen--and 

the same obsession the demons exhibit-advertises Tripitaka's definitively Taoist allegiances.

Only in the context of Taoist chastity can we understand the repeated demonic endeavors 

to seduce Tripitaka. It is their avowed intent to obtain his semen, an ingredient crucial for

9

Depending on whom we read, "semen" may refer in the Taoist writings to actual "sperm," or to the "vital 
forces" that the Taoists believe may turn to semen in sexual activity. For reference, see R. H. Van Gulik, 
1992:123-26 and Nan Huaijin, 1994:181-192. The novelist is deliberately ambiguous. Sometimes he refers to 
Tripitaka's semen as K  or "the vital forces o f primal yang," but at other times as 7C$fH£ or "primal 
sperm liquid."
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the concoction of the elixir which they themselves do not have. In their image as 

religiously-minded temptresses, they are probably modeled upon NUji &JL, a wineshop 

keeper turned immortal in Liu Xiang's Liexian zhuan. According to her biography, an 

immortal left with her a book about the "art o f nourishing the nature by sexual union" (^ 1 4  

& & £ $ )  in exchange for a few cups of wine. Soon after she began to seduce young men 

with wine, but she slept with them only the way the book taught her. She appeared to be 

only a twenty-year old after she had been at it for thirty years. Later she abandoned the 

wineshop and disappeared with the immortal who had given her the book (1977:8.6127).

Xiwangmu could have been another modei. in Yufang zhiyao (Pointers for the

Jade Chamber), Chonghezi i^ftl ^  explains that “It is not only the male potency that can be 

nurtured, the same applies to the female potency. The Queen o f the Western Paradise, 

Hsi-wang-mu, is an example of a woman who obtained the Way (of attaining immortality) 

by nurturing her Yin essence. Every time she had had intercourse with a man he would 

immediately fall ill, but her own face was smooth and transparent so that she had no need for 

rouge or face powder... Also: The Queen of the Western Paradise had no husband, but she 

liked to copulate with young boys” H  Wf-MZ.fftfL,

- k m & m ,  ( r .  h . van

Gulik 1961:158,1990:206 and 1992:322-23).

A third probable model is White Peony a courtesan Lii Dongbin thrice visits in

chapters 27 and 28 of the Ming novel Dongyou j i  (Journey to the East). Lii had first 

visited White Peony twice, but each time he refrained from giving away any o f his semen. 

Obviously he was practicing sexiyoga. The third time White Peony unexpectedly poked him
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in the ribs, upon receiving secret instructions from He Xian’gu fof f i l l a  fellow member of 

the Eight Immortals A  fill. Caught by surprise, Lii momentarily lost his ability to hold on to 

his semen. With the semen she had thus coaxed out o f the immortal, White Peony later on 

became immortal herself (Wu Yuantai 1991:127). The White Peony could have been a 

prototype for Tripitaka's female nemeses along with Niiji and Xiwangmu, for the bizarre 

romance could have been part of the popular LU Dongbin legend long before it passed into 

Dongyou ji.

But the author has obviously turned the tables on these probable prototypes if he indeed 

has enlisted them in the characterization of the female demons. Surely he expresses 

disapproval o f any practice of a sexual nature by condemning the women as demons. The 

very fact that the female characters are called demons spells their doom in the fictional world 

of the pilgrims. But then the author’s intentions should not be misconstrued. For female 

sexuality is not exactly the target o f his criticism. As we have indicated, all demons are 

merely the manifestations of Tripitaka's spiritual pollution. In this sense, the practice NUji. 

Xiwangmu and White Peony embody is used only as a metaphor that represents a real threat 

posed by Tripitaka's own sexuality. The significance of the largely male demons who try to 

digest Tripitaka's semen-nourished flesh should be understood in the same context. There is 

no scriptural evidence whatsoever that the flesh of an immortal, granted immortals do exist 

and their flesh is available, conduces to eternal life. The danger for Tripitaka to be 

cannibalized is simply a metaphor that represents the potential consequence o f another 

reincarnation.
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I
With all this in mind, it is now possible to recognize an important notion in Xiyou j i  with 

regard to the issue of male chastity. Tripitaka's semen is portrayed as a magical substitute 

for the immortal elixir despite the fact that semen is merely the basis for the concoction of 

the elixir in Taoist literature. As a matter of fact, it is the elixir in Xiyou ji: Tripitaka 

himself owes his handsome features and his miraculous flesh to it; moreover, a few drops 

and a female demon can attain the status o f heavenly immortal. In this sense, the obsession 

with his semen the demons and pilgrims alike exhibit once again casts Tripitaka in the 

definitive image of an elixir-based Taoist. It is more important to point out that the strife 

with regard to semen serves to dramatize not only the Taoist conception of semen as the 

essence for immortal life, but also the notion of trial as the medium to achieve elixir-based 

perfection.

Textual evidence abounds in support of this view. We find numerous examples 

testifying to the extremely arduous nature of the journey. In chapter 8, the Buddha explains 

to his audience that he would like to send his scriptures to the Land of the East, except that 

"the creatures in that region are so stupid and so scornful of the truth" §xi$

JCW) that a pilgrim need to be found from among them and be asked to "experience the 

bitter travail of passing through a thousand mountains and ten thousand waters to come here 

in quest of authentic scriptures" 7jC, What he

means is that only through rigorous trials can people in the Land of the East appreciate the 

"weighty elements of our Law" H cia  (Yu 1977:1.184 and Wu 1973:96). In chapter

19, the Crow's Nest Priest jjifffiijrji further reveals, upon Tripitaka's inquiry, that mountains 

and waters are not the only obstacles that confront the monks: "Though it may be very far,
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you will arrive there one day. But all those mara hindrances are difficult to dispel" 

i s ,  % M \ 3 i Z  0 ,  (Ibid 1977:1.393 and 1973:264).

In chapter 22, Monkey echoes the Buddha when he explains to Pa-chieh, who has asked 

him to carry Tripitaka across the river on his back: "But it is required of Master to go 

through all these strange territories before he finds deliverance from the sea of sorrows; 

hence even one step turns out to be difficult... Remember the old adage: 'What's easily 

gotten, is soon forgotten'"

1977:1.436 and 1973:299). In chapter 32, he 

warns Tripitaka to the same effect: "Without tasting the most painful of pain,/You will 

never be a man among men" X * i ^ i f *  A._h A, (Ibid. 1977:2.98 and 1973:433).
j

He reiterates the same message to Pa-chieh in chapter 31: "Our master faces an ordeal 

with each step o f the way; he is fated to suffer at every place"

(Ibid. 1977:2.82 and 1973:418). His remarks to the hog on a different occasion when the 

latter complains of being made to carry the luggage end on the same note: "If you have truly 

embraced the faith of Buddhism, you must be willing to endure pain and suffering"

JE}'>n, (Ibid. 1977:1.445 and 1973:307).

The old man who provides shelter to the pilgrims in chapter 20 adds his voice to the 

chorus when he tells Tripitaka: "The scriptures are not hard to get, but the journey there is 

filled with hazards and difficulties" *£^$01X, (Ibid. 1977:1.402 and

1973:270). When Tripitaka is captured in the same chapter by a tiger spirit, the couplet that 

comments on his situation carries the same message: "The River Moat (i.e. Tripitaka) fated 

to suffer oft!/It's hard to make merit in Buddha's gate" '/XyrU±AE-£$^fi,
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(Ibid. 1977:1,407 and 1973:274). Sha Monk has wised up to the kind of dilemma they 

constantly run into by the time they arrive at the Mountain of Flames in chapter 59. When 

Pa-chieh suggests that they head in the direction where there is no fire, Sha Monk thus 

comments on their situation: "There is fire where there are scriptures. There are no 

scriptures where there is no fire. This is indeed a dilemma" J t 'X 'X X fX

i£ M M $ (W u  1973:827).

No wonder the pig would complain in chapter 81 on behalf of Tripitaka after the master 

takes to his bed: "Even if Master did slight the Law, he had already been banished back to 

the Land of the East where he took on human form in the field of slander and the sea of 

strife. After he made his vow to worship Buddha and seek scriptures in the Western Heaven.
I
i

he was bound whenever he ran into monster-spirits and he was hung high whenever he met 

up with demons. Hasn't he suffered enough? Why must he endure sickness as well? !Jiji

p - s - w ,  & m k % ,  is* *

i - t r m  m r ;  (/&</. 1977:4.90 and

1973:1114).

In addition to trials from demons, there are even times when trial situations are 

artificially created by Buddhist or Taoist deities. For instance, chapter 23 depicts a situation 

in which four Buddhist and Taoist divinities assume the forms of beautiful women and tempt 

the four pilgrims with offers of ease, wealth, and most of all, the sexual enjoyment to which 

a family man is entitled. A similar situation occurs in chapter 35 when Laozi reveals that 

Guanyin has artificially set up the demons Monkey has just gone to great lengths to vanquish 

"to test all of you and see whether master and disciples are sincere in going to the West" (Yu
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1977:2.162). A third example is the queen of the women’s Kingdom of Western Liang. She 

may appear to be a simple, royal woman in the novel unrequited in her love for a handsome 

monk, but she has been a divine figure by origins. She plays the role of a divine tester in 

Shihua that Guanyin constantly plays in the novel. Upon seeing off the pilgrims at the end 

of chapter 10, a poem reveals her secret identity: "If you want to know the queen's name/She 

is none other than Manjusri as well as Samantabhadra" la ^

(Yang Jialuo 165:24). In the Yuan play, Chengji goes even further when he enlightens 

Tripitaka: "The demonic hindrances you've encountered were all conjured up by the 

World-honored One. Master is able to arrive here only because of your firm determination"

(Yang Jingxian 1961:692).

This type o f artificial trial situation is characteristic of the Taoist tradition in particular. 

According to Xie Shouhao, "All sagely immortals subject people to repeated tests before 

induction" f t  f i l l i p  K , -.l&yfcftjtrt (1977:30.23753). In Xie’s Hunyuan shengji, Laozi puts 

Yin Xi f t  jlf- to the test three times {Ibid. 23752-753). Similarly, in Ge Hong's Shenxian 

zhuan, Zhang Daoling ( ^ H l^ ,  34-156), a minor character in Xiyou j i , puts Zhao Sheng 

f t  to the test seven times, one of which is to provoke his reactions to the sexual solicitations 

of a young girl, and Zhao Sheng passes them all. But according to Tao Hongjing's (PU'j/,^:. 

456-536) Zhengao j t i n  (Instructions from the Perfected Men), the would-be immortals are 

to be subjected to the maximum of twelve tests, and the number of tests they could pass 

determines the status they attain: "This scripture [Zhengao] is passed only to those who can 

pass all twelve tests... The Lord of the Tao of Supreme Harmony believes he who fails the
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f

first three tests can only become a mere immortal, but not a perfected man" flljil

flfllj A M S , (1977:34.27372-373). 10

In Xiaodao lun ^ i l l i k  (Laughing at the Tao), Zhen Luan (MMifl-  569) alludes to a test 

story from Laozi xiaobingjirtg (Scripture of Laozi Who Dispels Ice) in which

Laozi has told Yin Xi: "If you wish to study the Tao, you must first give up the five 

attachments. These are father and mother, wife and children, feelings and passions, wealth 

and material goods, and office and rank" TfcAKtPf. — HiWfe, 0

Kt'E, (Livia Kohn 1995:118-119 and Daoxuan T.2103:149-150). Shockingly, Yin 

Xi follows these instructions to the letter, and brings back to his master seven severed 

human heads, supposedly those of his family. With a laugh, however, Laozi enlightens him:
II

"I was testing your mind to find out whether you would do the impossible. It is not your 

family that you killed, but really animals"

(Daoxuan T.2103:149-150).11 Because the story was so bizarre, especially in a Confucian

society, Zhen Luan felt called upon to evoke it for laughs.

The whole theme of trial may perhaps be summarized in Wang Ji's (H H , 1498-1583)

words: "There are two types of maras. One type constitutes the maras of the true path who

put the Dharma to the test. The other are the maras of deviation who place the Dharma in

danger" H W —: Wf’RWMl&Z.'ffiL (Qtd in Qian Zhongshu 1979:650). I
10

Tao Hongjing lists many examples o f  trials in the section entitled Zhenming shou diyi .
1977:34.27370-27278. Cf. Li Fang, Taipingyulan 1963:2944.

ll

This story can obviously be compared to God's test o f  Abraham in the region o f  Moriah. Abraham was 
asked to sacrifice his son, and he was about to do it when God told him that he had passed the test (Genesis 
22:1-19). For more examples o f  the Taoist tests, see Shenxian zhuan, 13.6:2.2a-2bon Wei Boyang, 
I3.6:2.5a-5b on Li Babai ^ A l f ,  and 13.6:9.2b-5a on the Kettle Master I am indebted for some o f  the 
sources to Qian Zhongshu, 1979:2.650-51.
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believe all the demonic hindrances in Xiyou j i  take on a double significance, but in a slightly 

different sense. Presumably, the Buddha, Guanyin and Laozi all act as "maras of the true 

path," for they set up obstacles only to test Tripitaka's determination. In this sense, Tripitaka 

is subjected to temptation simply to force him to make the right choice. He passes a test 

each time he refuses to yield to a demon and firms up his determination to go to the west.

On the other hand, however, all the demons originate with Tripitaka's mind, as we have 

already noted. In this sense, Tripitaka is not subjected, but is subject, to the test in a process 

whereby his human instincts generate his own demons. And all the demons may therefore 

be regarded as "maras of deviation who place the Dharma in danger." Tripitaka passes the 

test if he chooses the monkey and rejects the pig, the embodiment of those natural instincts. 

By definition, the trial motif mainly concerns the first type of maras, though we cannot really 

separate the two in Xiyou ji.

As we have noted, the artificial traps are characteristic of the Taoist tradition. 

Accordingly, the first type of maras should be regarded as part of this Taoist motif. The 

queen of the women’s Kingdom of Western Liang in the Shihua and the Buddha in the Yuan 

play are both typical examples. So are Guanyin in chapter 23 and the Gold and Silver Horn 

brothers in chapters 32 through 35 of the novel. Surely the deities set up such artificial 

situations with intent to find out how determined the pilgrims can be to accomplish their 

mission. But at other times, it is not exactly to see how tough they already are, but to see 

that they are tougher.

In chapter 92 the families they have liberated from the three rhinos each vie with the 

other to entertain the pilgrims as a gesture o f gratitude, but Tripitaka's remarks reveal that
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the Buddha has a hand in the trial game, too: "If we indulge in pleasure like this, our 

enterprise of scripture-seeking will be delayed, and I fear that we shall offend the Buddhist 

Patriarch and bring on further calamities"

(Yu 1977:4.292 and Wu 1973:1265). Pleasure is the cause of spiritual pollution, and may 

soften their determination. In this sense, it is not really the Buddha, but they themselves, 

that create those artificial demonic situations. In chapter 99, Guanyin sets up one last such 

calamity on the ground that "nine times nine is the crucial means by which one returns to 

immortality"" (Ibid. 1977:4.402 and 1973:1346). Her decision may appear to be

an anticlimax after Tripitaka has already freed himself from his mortal shell; but the author 

is trying to make the point that it takes "nine times nine" trials—in the sense of numerous-to
ii

chisel and grind one's nature to perfection.

What about the majority of demons whom the Buddha and Guanyin do not seem to set 

upon the pilgrims? Appearances are deceptive. Surely Guanyin’s trap in chapter 23 brings 

out the worst in the pilgrims-their weakness for women. In this sense, the pageant of 

temptresses may all be regarded as the manifestations of the sexual instincts she has helped 

expose. But as a "mara" who tests the Dharma, Guanyin's role is often confined only to 

individual cases.

By contrast, the Buddha sets a trap on a much larger scale. He has arranged for 

Tripitaka's exile to the mundane world; moreover, he has banished from heaven the stone 

monkey, the predecessor of the pilgrims as a whole. For only here on earth can they be 

exposed to a full range of sensual pleasures, so that the secret demons they possess can be 

lured out, put a finger on, and then removed. In this sense the whole journey is an artificial
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situation he has set up in the first place. And in the sense of such a grand, divine scheme, 

the maras who try to destroy the Dharma serve ultimately to bring the pilgrims to perfection. 

These adages in Xiyou j i - "  The Tao is one foot but demons are ten feet tall"

1C (Ibid. 1977:2.417 and 1973:706); "Tao is one foot though the demon's ten thousand feet" 

•RJjS‘" P i  (Ibid. 1977:3.178 and 1973:850) and "Indeed, the Tao is small and the 

demon, large" (Ibid. 1977:3.242 and 1973:899)--all testify not only to the

tremendous opposition that confronts the pilgrims, but the opposition the Buddha counts on 

for his disciples to achieve perfection. Robert Campany is right on the target when he 

suggests in his study of the demonology in Xiyou ji: "More to the point, there is a level of 

reading at which the demons seem both a hindrance to the progress o f the journey and, 

simultaneously, a key ingredient-a necessary condition--of the fulfillment of the pilgrims' 

quest" (1985:108).

While the artificial traps are a Taoist motif, this particular aspect of the motif in Xiyou 

7/—that virtue grows out of evil-coheres consistently with the Buddhist conception of the 

buddha-nature. In Weimojie suoshuo jing, for instance, Vimalarkirti pronounces that only 

"the variety of mental anguish constitutes the field of the Dharma"

(Kumarajiva T.475:542); so much so that a celestial girl in the same sutra even 

declares that "the natural tendency towards sexuality, temper, and ignorance constitutes 

deliverance" (Ibid. 548). Naturally, "the prize of comprehensive

wisdom cannot be obtained without entering the sea of anguish" ^  —P]

H? (Ibid. 589).12 Nagatjuna goes even further in Dazhi du lun: "If a person is lecherous,

12
The avowed intent with which the Taoists test their disciples is not so that they can improve; it is to find 

out whether or not they qualify for the elixir. Nevertheless, we find no dearth o f  similar ideas flying around,
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let him be more lecherous so that he may be liberated. If a person is hot-tempered, let him 

be even more hot-tempered so that he may be liberated" j] i# '{ % WI# fl&.

(T. 1509:221).13 Surely it is to this very end that the author 

subjects his characters to a full range of mundane attachments-hunger, temper, fatigue, 

illness and, above all, sexuality.

Now what is there about the female demons that makes them such an awesome test 

necessary for Tripitaka's perfection? As the above examples show, for anything to be a trial 

it has to offer a serious challenge. To use Robert Campany's words, it has to be a 

"hindrance" before it qualifies as a "necessary condition." First o f all, the female characters 

in Xiyou j i  are often depicted in such a way that they typify in every detail the traditional 

Chinese conception of feminine beauty. For instance, the rodent demon in chapter 82 is 

described in cliches found rather commonly in Chinese literature:

Her tresses piled high in a crow-nest bun,
She wore a flow'ry jacket of green wool.
A pair of tiny feet like lily hooks;
Like spring's tender shoots her ten fingers looked.
Her round, powdered face was a silver disc;
Smooth like a cherry were her lips o f rouge.
Solemn and proper seemed her beauteous form.
More delightful than Ch'ang-o of the moon.

ssnEm/.*, flMntwaste <yu
though not as part o f  any consistent theology. For instance, in chapter 58 o f  Daode jing: "It is on disaster that 
good fortune perches;/It is beneath good fortune that disaster crouches" (D. C.
Lau 1989:84-85). And in Yinfu jin g : "Favor grows out o f  disfavor; disfavor grows out o f  favor".©.4Tl&, “U  
&TM!. (Li Quan 1977:4.2479). To put it in a simplistic way, the stone monkey's reincarnation is "disfavor," 
but the Buddha really does him a favor, for this experience is necessary for him to eventually become a buddha 
himself.

13 The idea Milton expresses in Paradise Lost is comparable to the Buddhist conception: Satan "enraged 
might see/How all his malice served but to bring forth/infinite goodness, grace and mercy shown/On man by 
him seduced" (1993:1.216-219).
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1977:4.110 and Wu 1973:1129)

However, the author creates his beautiful women to the most ravishing standards merely to 

show that man of the world is spiritually weak. In chapter 54, the queen of the women’s 

Kingdom of Western Liang is a typical beauty: she has "Brows like kingfisher hair,/And 

flesh like mutton jade/Her face the color of peach petals/Her bun piles gold-phoenix 

hair./Her eyes' cool, liquid gaze--such seductive charm./Her hands' young, tender 

shoots-such dainty form"

.&*, (Ibid. 1977:3.61 and 1973:756). When the hog sees her, he takes

instant leave of his senses: "he could not restrain the saliva from drooling out of his mouth 

and the deer pounding at his heart. All at once, he grew weak and numb and simply melted
I

away like a snow lion faced with fire"

(Ibid. 1977:3.62 and 1973:756). Feminine beauty proves 

more than equal to Pa-chieh’s feeble-mind. The rodent and the queen may both be the 

epitome of mundane femininity, but the pig’s poor performance clearly indicates that the 

pilgrims are no less than the epitome of the mundane man, at least where women are 

concerned.

At this point it is necessary to point out that the motif of feminine beauty goes back a 

long way and forms a tradition of its own that cuts across the boundaries o f Chinese 

religions. This tradition recognizes feminine beauty as an irresistible force. For instance, 

Liji :f LiEi (Book of Rites) testifies to the irresistible impact of feminine beauty on men: "In 

spite of these inhibitions, men still value beauty in women more than they do virtue" li(jlt t f i

14

I have altered this line in the Yu translation, "Peach petals bedeck her face." The whole passage is a series 
o f  comparisons. The line really compares her rosy cheeks to rosy petals o f  peach blossoms.
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E^ (Wang Meng'ou 1969:687). Confucius was fully aware of the same

fact, and deplored the sexual nature of men when he said wistfully: "I have yet to meet the 

man who is as fond of virtue as he is of beauty in women" (D. C. Lau 1979:9.18). On 

another occasion he felt called upon to repeat much the same words in what sounds like a 

rather resigned tone: "I suppose I should give up hope. I have yet to meet the man who is as 

fond of virtue as he is of beauty in women" {Ibid. 1979:15.13).

Buddhism also testifies to the full force of feminine beauty on men. The famous Sishi'er 

zhang jing  includes this well-known remark: "Of all the attachments, nothing is more 

forceful than love of women. Love of women as an attachment exceeds all boundaries" 

SfalEST&Eifc. (Kasyapamatanga T.784:722). The man of the world
i

is to sex what a moth is to fire: Sakyamuni realized the truth of this simile in one of his 

previous existences. According to Liudu j i  jing  (Collected Sutras on the Six

Ways of Salvation), the future Buddha had been entrapped by a beautiful woman in spite of 

himself. At this point what he had heard from the buddhas about the sexual nature of man 

hit straight home: the buddhas "compare sex to fire, and people to a flying moth. The moth 

is attracted to the color o f fire so that its body becomes burned" k k k

If  (Sanghavarman T. 152:47). In the Taoist tradition, love of women 

is seen as the presence of demons who are responsible for the failure o f the world in general 

to practice religion.15

The same theme is plainly visible in Zuozhuan when Fu Chen HEJi§ admonished 

King Xiang of Zhou (jnJ#iiE, r.651 B. C.-619 B. C.) during the twenty-fourth year of the

15

See Shi Jianwu, 1988:48.
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reign of Duke Xi of Lu ( r. 659 B. C.-627 B. C.): “The bewitching power o f a girl is 

without limits, and the resentment of a married woman is without end”

(Kong Yingda 1 lb).16 The Tang poet Bai Juyi ([=1 772-846) wrote a poem in which he

describes the irresistible feminine beauty assumed by a fox spirit with these concluding 

remarks:

If even such false beauty leads men astray like this,
How dangerous then be genuine feminine charm!
Beauty both false and genuine beguiles man’s heart alike,
But since the counterfeit appeals less than the true,

A fox posing as a woman will do a man but little harm,
Only for a day or so she can deceive his eyes.
But a woman bewitching like a fox, will do indeed great harm,
For days and months on end she’ll keep man;s heart entranced.

m i z m m - h
(R. H. Van Gulik 1961:211 and 1990:274-75)

But the same theme is manifest in literature particularly in what I would call the 

fallen-great-men motif. In his Qiyi -fcfft (Seven Analogies), for instance, Cui Yin (HHi, 

?-92) has painted in great detail the beauty of the dancing girls who present themselves at a 

banquet before he thus continues: "One backward glance is worth a million coins, and one 

smile a thousand taels of gold. All at once, Confucius falls in the valley, Liuxia Hui 

exchanges his wife on an impulse; Laozi takes leave of his quietism, and Yang Xiong loses 

his Grand Metaphysics" SfPiftlfTf,

(1963:136).17 In his "Western Metropolis Rhapsody" © M

16
For the interpretation o f  these two lines, see R. H. Van Gulik, 1961:13 and 1990:15.

17

Cf. Ouyang Xun, 1965:1024-25.
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i t  Zhang Heng (3Kft[, 78-139) depicts the ravishing effect of feminine beauty in a similar 

vein: "Their eyes cast darting glances;/One look could overthrow a city./Even Zhan J i 18 or a 

Sramana~/No one-could but be deluded" 31H

(Knechtges 1982:237 and Zhang Heng 153).

This fallen-great-men motif is also apparent in Da Song Xuanhe yishi 

(Anecdotes From the Reign of Pacified Harmony) in which the Buddha is compared, in ways 

far from flattering, to the Song dynasty Huizong emperor (5|Zffli'n;, r.l 100-1125) who had 

fallen instantly for Li Shishi a legendary courtesan of the time known for her

ravishing beauty: "Not only is the Huizong emperor hopelessly lost, even the honored 

Buddha would have certainly been so aroused as to step down from his lotus-seat"
i

iM SffcflilTjI n  (Yang Jialuo n.d. 49). In Shuihu quanzhuan 

(Complete Edition of The Water Margin), the impact of women on men is 

believed to be so instant and so forceful that a little coaxing from a matchmaker would be 

enough to seduce even the holy saints: "In the twinkling of an eye, single phoenixes are 

paired up; merely a few words and widows and widowers become lovers; a small trick and 

arhats would lock the nuns in a desperate hug; a little ruse and Li the devaraja would close 

his arms around Guizimu" R f l R  WfrfflS

f e w t ,  (S h i N ai-an  1 9 7 5 :1 9 3 ).

18
Zhan Ji is the true name for Liuxia Hui ( f ^ T S .  A  634 B.C.) or, literally Hui o f  Liuxia. According to 

Xunzi t iT 1 (The Book o f  Xunzi), "Suspicions were not aroused when Liu Xiahui held one [a woman] who had 
missed [the time for] entrance [into the city] in his coat [close to his chest to keep her warm during a cold 
night]. This is because his reputation [for rectitude] had not been there for just one day" $PTS5-%ln fluffs] M 

(XiongGongzhe 1975:567).
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The power of feminine sexuality is also attested by the queen of the women’s Kingdom 

o f Western Liang in the theatrical version of the journey story. She is a bodhisattva in 

disguise in Shihua, and a mortal ruler in the novel, but in the play she is a shameless slut, 

openly comparing herself to infamous seducers in religion and literature: "Like the Matanga 

girl who imprisons Ananda on the Mountain o f Lechery;/Or Guizimu who keeps the Buddha 

confined on the Spirit Mountain,/Or Wuzhiqi who kidnaps Monk Zhang to the Turtle 

Mountain./It's not that this demon is intent on destroying the integrity of a true monk/But 

nowadays monks occupy every lady's mind" Mlil J l ,

* B I £ £ 3 l i l i ± ,

(Yang Jingxian 1961:677).19

The Qing period Buddhist layman Aina's observation in Doupeng xianhua S.

ttfllTO (Idle Talk From Under the Bean Arbor) provides a most apt footnote on the motif of 

the irresistible female beauty: "According to Taiping guangji, women belong in the category 

of metal [in the five phases] while men belong in that o f wood. Metal subdues wood; hence 

men are under the thumb of women" zc: "fQAJPiii,

'x.’ft'1] T'^C" (1974:12). Placed within this tradition, Pa-chieh's foolery in Xiyou j i  before 

the queen of the women’s Kingdom of Western Liang may be seen as instancing how 

defenseless men generally are in the face o f feminine beauty. In chapter 23, the hog actually 

justifies his own irresistible urge for women on the ground that it is a general weakness 

among all male religious practitioners: "Each of us is tempted, but you only want old Hog to 

be embarrassed. The proverb says, 'A monk is the preta o f sensuality;' and which one of us

19

I am indebted for the sources o f  some o f  the above citations to Qian Zhongshu, 1979:1004-06.
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can truly say that he doesn't want this?" "fflfajllfe

W f t l J l t ?  (Yu 1977:1.453 and Wu 1973:313). With this argument in view, 

to preserve male virginity would appear like sailing against the stream of human nature. It is 

within this context that the Buddhist cassock that Tripitaka dons becomes highly significant. 

Considering the Chan Buddhist dictum about complete and instantaneous enlightenment, 

Tripitaka's Buddhist status has to represent the more effective way to resist the otherwise 

irresistible. Only in this symbolic sense can he be seen as what he appears to be—a Buddhist 

disciple.

We need to point out at this point that Pa-chieh, a constant foil to Tripitaka in terms of 

sexuality, represents a kind of enforced chastity imposed on him from the outside, for he is 

an embodiment of precepts which come down eventually to enforced obedience. In chapter 

23, Monkey informs Sha Monk: "Originally he was the son-in-law of Mr. Kao o f the Old 

Kao Village, in the Kingdom of Tibet. Since I defeated him, and since he had earlier 

received the commandments from the Bodhisattva, he had no choice but to follow the 

priestly vocation... I suppose he has felt the separation keenly and has been brooding on it 

for some time. Just now, when marriage was mentioned, he must have been sorely tempted" 

(Yu 1977:1.452-453). Monkey points his finger correctly at the problem with the hog: 

though he has been physically separated from women, it is not an act dictated by spiritual 

enlightenment, but an imposition owing to some outside force; all the while his mind "has 

been brooding on" women. The pig’s own parting words to his parents-in-law in chapter 

19- "Do take care o f my better half. If we fail in our quest for scriptures, I'll return to 

secular life and live with you as your son-in-law" (Ibid 1977:1.391)—do much to prove that

b -  >r
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his is not yet the kind of chastity dictated by an inner need. His failure to stand up to the 

test, set up by the four Buddhist and Taoist deities in chapter 23, shows effectively how 

unreliable such forced chastity can be.

If the pig remained a symbol for the enforced type of chastity, he would aptly belong 

among those criticized in the Buddhist tradition. For instance, this comment from Gaoseng 

zhuan (Biographies of Realized Monks) chastises cases of self-imposed castration:

"They do not know how to look back into their own minds, but seek to cut off the outward 

organ of desire. As a result, though the organ is gone, their desire becomes all the more 

intense" Xk$ ( q t d  in Qian Zhongshu

1979:430).20 In Sishi'erzhangjing, the Buddha makes a reference to the same problem:
II

"The Buddha reminisces: 'There was someone who had been troubled ceaselessly by his 

own sexual desires; he therefore sat straddling down upon an ax and was going to cut off his 

own organ.' The Buddha told him: 'It is better to cut off your mind than to cut off your

organ-' * * , A M tw ik , vx 11mm. mz&, mm,
(T.784:723).

But Pa-chieh remains such a symbol only temporarily, and out o f expediency. Surely the 

type of imposed chastity he embodies is necessary for the beginner, but Tripitaka should not 

balk at further cutting off his mind, which he accomplishes when he "wakes to vacuity."

According to Xiuxing daodi jing  (Sutra on the Stages of Achievement), there

20

In juan  94 o f  Taiping guangji, there are two instances o f  self-imposed castration. One is Master Yiguang 
who cuts o ff his own male member to stop a lady from pestering him; the other is Master Kongru j !  

btiWW  who does the same to escape marriage (Li Fang 1970:628 and 684). These are probably not the same 
kind o f  situation which Gaoseng zhuan and Sishi'erzhangjing comment upon. Parallels can be drawn between 
the kind o f  castration criticized and Pa-chieh's enforced chastity only in the sense that they both fail to remove 
attachment from their minds but seek only to restrict physical contact with women.

k
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I
are four stages of saintliness culminating in arhatship. Only at the third fruit-"fruit of no 

return" or "anahan" or anagami-phala)-does sexual desire stop having any effect on

the practitioner (Daoshi T.2122:1014-15).21 Tripitaka may not be striving for arhatship, but 

the hog's sexuality indicates that Tripitaka has yet to pass the stage of "anahan" in terms of 

his spiritual integrity. This is to say that the pig's sexual instincts will keep coming back, 

and chastity has to be enforced, until Tripitaka eventually sheds his skin. After all, chastity 

of a more spiritual type is possible only when the Buddhist precepts are first enforced at the 

physical level.

Only in this sense does Tripitaka exemplify the more effective approach the Buddha 

proposes in Sishi'erzhangjing. He is true to type as a Chan monk from the start. In chapter
1I

13, when he first sets out on his journey, he makes this famous revelation to those who see 

him off: "When the mind is active, all kinds o f mara come into existence; when the mind is 

extinguished, all kinds o f mara will be extinguished” 'll'ife, (Yu

1977:1.283 and Wu 1973:169).” This early on the journey, he already has come to the full 

realization that the demons originate in his own mind. But the heroism he exhibits speaks 

louder even than words. And it is the display o f a heroic spirit unique only to his experience 

with the female demons. In almost all other cases, he is more often than not a weakling, 

reduced to his knees and to a tearful pulp under merely the slightest duress. For instance, the

21
The other three fruits include (1) the "fruit o f  seven returns" or "xutuohuan" (Srotaapatti-phala),

(2) "fruit o f  one return" or "situohan" BftR: e? (Sakrd-agami-phala), and (4) the "fruit o f  arhatship" R T vX .

22

Tripitaka’s remarks are derived from those the Buddha makes to Ananda in Shou lengyan jin g : "Because 
the mind becomes active so that all the dharmas come into existence; because all the dharmas come into 
existence so that the mind becomes active" (Pramiti T.945:107).
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way he carries himself before the three rhinos in chapter 91 can only define him as a 

spineless coward: "Trembling all over, the T'ang monk knelt down and could only cry, 

'Great Kings, spare me! Please spare me!" 

ft! &(ft! (Ibid. 1977:4.270 and 1973:1248).

By contrast, he has total control over himself in dealing with the seducers, built on a firm 

determination never to be budged by threat or by more subtle forms of persuasion. Faced 

with the promise of a lucrative marriage in chapter 23, Pa-chieh's pig instincts are 

resurrected: "With eyes unblinking, a mind filled with lust, and passion fast rising, he 

murmured huskily: 'What an honor it is to have the presence of you immortal ladies!"

m, ii'i> M ., w w  wd. 1977:1.455 and

1973:316). Sex appeal is usually associated with something else in Xiyou ji. It is 

exaggerated by the potential power o f the throne in the women’s Kingdom of Western 

Liang, and by the glitter of the position of a royal son-in-law in India. In this case, feminine 

beauty is coupled with the wealth o f the landed gentry. But Tripitaka bravely counters his 

hostess, risking an empty stomach to the hog’s great horror: "The will to leave home is no 

common thing:/You must tear down the old stronghold of love... / Your body within has 

good yin and yang./When merit's done, you face the Golden Arch/And go back, mind 

enlightened, to your Home" i  ®!PH. *))%

(Ibid. 1977:1.451 and 1973:312). He refuses to waver, but, 

at least on first appearance, his religious allegiances seem divided: the suggestion for the 

copulation of yin and yang within one's own body is consistent with Tripitaka as a symbol of
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the Taoist virginity, but he turns truly Buddhist by laying stress on the "mind enlightened" as 

the way "home."

In chapter 27, the Cadaver Demon's sex appeal is closely linked with food. The last time 

food and sex have been spliced together was when Pa-chieh, by his own admission, got 

drunk and then tried to violate Chang’e, one of the goddesses of the moon. But the order is 

reversed this time. The demon first turns on her sex appeal until the hog’s "worldly mind 

was aroused" ij] T  {Ibid. 1977:2.20 and 1973:365). Then she foists off toads and frogs 

as delicacies. Pa-chieh is so blinded by her beauty that he is only too anxious to eat the food 

she brings. The Cadaver is the only one of the female demons who does not try to cheat 

Tripitaka o f his semen, for she is a metaphor that represents the Taoist "three cadavers."
/

Accordingly the monk is not called upon to turn on his special brand of heroism. But while 

the trouble Pa-chieh’s lechery incurs upon the pilgrims is finally resolved when Tripitaka 

"wakes to vacuity" upon Monkey's return, the very fact that the demon's good looks become 

a magic wand that turns frogs and toads into food shows evidence that the love-is-blind 

motif also makes a contribution to the theme of all-conquering feminine beauty in Xiyou ji.

The love-is-blind motif is manifest, for instance, in the story of Zhong Dao f l j j t  in 

Taiping guangji. Zhong had received perfumes from a lady who later turned out to be an 

otter when she was attacked by a dog: "The perfumes turn out to be otter feces, and stench 

suddenly becomes papable"PffB[l$ji'J|, (1970:469:1 b). In a similar story, Li

Huang fell in love with a snake spirit. His attendants had to remind him: "It may hit 

your nostrils as purely exotic and fragrant, but to us it is the stench of a snake we can hardly 

stand" {Ibid. 458:8b-9a). The message of the
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motif could be better phrased in Robert Burton's observation to the same effect: "The test of 

true love is whether you find your Julia's sweat as sweet as attar of roses" (Qtd. in Qian 

Zhongshu 1979:830).23 In this same sense, it is not the Cadaver Demon's magic trick that 

turns the toads and frogs into food, but Pa-chieh's infatuation that does. Similarly, it is not 

Monkey that turns the food back into frogs and toads, but that they cannot but appear as they 

are when Tripitaka evokes Monkey's "dharma eye."

The master's heroism built on a detached mind is also plainly in evidence when he is 

forced to make a verbal response to the seductive rodent spirit in chapter 82. The author 

thus comments on him: "Though he gave such a reply on the outside, he was not in any way 

swayed by lust within" (Yu 1977:4.112 and Wu 1973:1130).

In other words, Tripitaka succeeds in fending off the demon by attaining spiritual purity so 

far as women are concerned. Later in the chapter the author commends the monk again for 

being impervious to beauty in women: "He found no ease in this troop of satin and silk;/He 

played deaf and dumb in such brocaded grove./He only could face Buddha, who had an iron 

mind and heart!/No mortal fond of wine and sex would in scripture-seeking succeed" iiiltE

m ^ m m .

(Ibid. 1977:4.117 and 1973:1135). In chapter 95, after Tripitaka refuses to be 

moved by the women of the royal palace, Monkey praises his master to the same effect: 

"Marvelous monk! Marvelous monk! Living midst silk and satin he's not enticed;/Walking 

through opulence he's not beguiled" fpj! fcfffljni!

(Ibid. 1977:4.327 and 1973:1290).

23

I am indebted to Qian Zhongshu for the sources o f  these citations.
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With Tripitaka, chastity thus represents a condition in which his mind is removed from 

the source of infatuation, though his sexual instincts-which Pa-chieh embodies-do respond, 

as long as Tripitaka is still burdened with a body. But this approach the Buddha 

advertises--to cut off the mind--is more complicated than it might first appear. It often adds 

up to a skill. I suggest that it takes two forms in Xiyou ji. Women are to be visualized either 

as weapons, or as objects of an objectionable nature in disguise, but in either case their effect 

on men is neutralized because they are dehumanized.

The first form may be found in chapter 23 in a poem which comments on the scene 

where Pa-chieh has been tricked into wearing a blindfold and groping around for a wife:

"The fool knows not the true causes of things:/Beauty's sword can in secret the self destroy"

(Ibid 1977:1.456 and 1973:318). A second poem that 

ushers in the next chapter picks up the same theme when the seducers have left, after 

revealing their divine identities to Pa-chieh's dismay: "Eros is a sword injurious:/Live by it 

and you will be slain,/The lady so fair and lovely at sixteen/is more vicious than a yaksa!"

nmzzt tizttfejm. stmxmtm. 1977:1.451 and
1973:321).

The relation of women to danger is stressed with obvious intent to neutralize the 

irresistible effect of women on men, but the practice is a long tradition that began long 

before Xiyou ji. In early literary and religious writings, the image of ax is often used in the 

same context instead of that of the sword.24 For instance, in Liishi chunqiu §  (Lu’s

Spring and Autumn Annals): "Beautiful women with clean white teeth, and music from the

24

Cf. Qian Zhongshu, 1979:905. I am also indebted to Qian for some o f the sources.
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states of Zheng and Wei-do not indulge in them. They are called the ax that hacks at one's 

nature" & U  i  f o Z & f c ' & Z n  (Chen Qiyou 1984:21). The

wording is altered a little in Mei Sheng's ($tM , ?-140 B.C.) Qifa k k  (Seven Acts of 

Suasion), but the basic image remains the same: "The clean white teeth and the mothlike 

brows-they are called the ax that hacks at one's nature" fr (1962:8).

The liaison is also emphasized in Xiwangmu’s message to Emperor Wu of the Han in 

Han Wudi neizhuan: "Indulgence in passions is the cart that splits one's body, and sexuality 

is the axe that hacks at one's lifespan" (Ban Gu

1977:4.6087). Examples of such associations may also be found in the Tang dynasty poems, 

but the image involved there is often the sword. For instance, in this poem entitled "Ti 

Huoshan Qin zunshi"!|§'fl* lllf^^pjift (A Tribute to the Honored Master From Huoshan) by 

Du Guangting (fiytifcl, 850-933), a major Taoist figure of the period: "Dark-brows and 

red-rouge: these are swords in the guise of the beautiful/That kill off the men of the world 

without their knowing it" $j, A A 'F f tl  (1986:2093). In one of his

poems entitled "Ouzuo" (An Occasional Poem), Meng Jiao (i££l$, c. 689-740) also

compares women to swords in a startlingly explicit way: "Never go near sharpened 

swords/Nor endear yourself to beautiful women./As sharp swords hurt your fingers when 

you go near/So do beautiful women hurt your body when you are close.../There does not 

have to be more/One night of amorous indulgence is enough to hurt your spirit"

i£, n -m m

25

Cf. Jingshi tongyan f f  t a i l s ’: “Sex is a steel knife that slices o ff your flesh” (Feng
Menglong 1978:129).
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It must be pointed out that a variation of the motif equates specifically the female organ 

with weapons. In this poem by LU Yan entitled "Jingshi" (A Word of Caution to the 

World), the image of the sword obviously carries yonic suggestions: "A beauty at the age of 

double eight: her body white as butter/With a sword below her waist she slaughters the 

mortal men./Though there are no heads that roll/Secretly she sucks your bones dry" A A fii

B g M t m t W  (1990:2101). Surely the 

vague reference to $8?|b] is plainly a euphemism for where the symbolic sword is situated.

In chapter 83, the poetic commentary on the battle between Monkey's cudgel and the 

rodent spirit's double swords attests to the potency of this sword-between-the-legs motif in 

Xiyou ji:

Double swords flying that slash at the face;
A golden-hooped rod that aims at the head.
One is a Heav'n-bom ape with a mind-monkey frame;
One is an Earth-bom spirit with a fair-girl form....
That one desires primal yang to be her mate;
This one fights pure yin to form the holy babe...

(Yu 1977:4.124 and Wu
1973:1139)

Not only are the "double swords" a yonic symbol,26 but the cudgel is a phallic symbol,27 

given the sexual connotations of phrases like "heaven," "earth," and in particular "pure yin,"

26

To use double swords as a yonic symbol is common in literature since the Song period. A most explicit 
example is found in this reference made by Master Man a female Buddhist character in Niixian waishi &  
fill A  $ . (Outer Biography o f  the Immortal Lady): "What about sending Willow Smoke there? She has two 
petals o f  jade blades. She'll slaughter them until they all lay down their arms" fSIT'iiM'J® J L i,  ^ lJt3£71, >£ 
f # f M M ^ T ( L U  Xiong, 1991:762).

27

Monkey's cudgel is obviously understood as a phallic symbol by the author o f  Hou Xiyou j i  (A
Sequel to Joumey to the West). In chapter 32, an old lady possesses a pair o f  jade pincers "This is a
prize she keeps very close to her skin. When she finds a heroic opponent skilled with a spear or cudgel, a few 
bouts and fragrant sweat would cover her body, and she would feel truly relaxed. For this reason all that daily
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"primal yang" and to "form the holy babe." We have already demonstrated how the rodent's 

"bottomless pit" is an explicit yonic symbol. And it is only fit that the battle of the swords 

vs. the cudgel forms part of the metaphor.28

But if its potential danger is emphasized when feminine beauty is linked to weapons, it is 

regarded as worthless, or downright evil in disguise, when it is linked to things generally 

unpleasant such as skeleton, dust, feces and so forth. In chapter 55, Tripitaka succeeds in 

holding off the scorpion spirit by seeing her as something she definitely is not: "He regarded 

as dirt and dung this coy, silken face,/This pearl-like beauty as ashes and dust"

(Ibid. 1977:3.76 and 1973:768). Later in the same scene, he 

actually "sees through" her flesh until she is all skeletal: "My yang is treasure most precious. 

How could I give it to a powdered skeleton" ficftjUPB

(Ibid.).:t> The hog evokes the same image when he shoos the queen of the women’s 

Kingdom of Western Liang from Tripitaka as part of Monkey's effort to extricate his master 

from the romantic entanglements: "How could we monks marry a powdered skeleton like 

you?" (Ibid. 1977:3.68 and 1973:761).

preoccupies the lady's mind is fight such an opponent so that she may have her pleasure" — ft IK 'W f̂ l Si

(1975:5a). She does find such an opponent in Little Monkey ' M j i f .  While this passage bears no 
immediate relevance to Xiyou j i ,  it does much to prove that the cudgel may be held as a phallic symbol in 
literature related to religious themes.

28

R. H. Van Gulik has pointed out that sexual union is often referred to as a “battle” in Chinese literature in 
general (1961:157 and 1990:205). For reference, see also R. H. Van Gulik, 1961:279,1990:365 and 
1992:379-92.

29

Yu's translation is "powdered cadaver." I have changed it to a "powdered skeleton," for the convenience 
o f discussion.
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The Taoists may have contributed to this practice. For instance, the Plain Girl 

states in a quotation in Yixin fang “When engaging the enemy [i.e. his sexual

partner], the man should consider her as worthless as a tile or stone, and himself as precious 

as gold or jade" i « ! & £ ” (R. H. Van Gulik

1961:157 and 1990:206). Of course she is talking about how to sexually engage rather than 

repel a woman, but the metaphor is clearly there. So did Zhang Sanfeng a Yuan

dynasty Taoist, use the same metaphor when he equated women to "rouged tigresses" HUh 

1% (1977:140). But the tendency to reduce women to non-human objects in order to 

counteract feminine beauty started more probably with the Buddhist tradition. According to 

Puyao jing  jHfRiSiS (Sutra of Universal Brightness), the bodies of the prostitutes appeared
iI

transparent to Sakyamuni; all the nine openings were dirty, and nothing from which to derive 

pleasure. This further strengthened his determination to give up family life in the palace 

(Daoshi T.2122:361). In Sishi'erzhangjing, there were heavenly deities who put Sakyamuni 

to the test when they presented him with "jade girls" U ric  To the Buddha to be, however, 

the girls' beautiful skin could not hide their ugly innards: "Skin bags full of feces! What are 

you doing here? ... Go away. I have no use for you!" ... f t

(T.784:722).30 The culmination of this practice is the so-called baigu gnan f=l#$iL 

(white-bone visualization technique) we are to discuss with respect to the Cadaver Demon 

later in chapter 9 of this study.

1 _

30

The heavenly deities are really Mara and his demonic army in other scriptures. The same story appears in 
more vivid detail in Guanfo sanmei jing  (Sutra o f Achieving Samadhi by Observing the Buddha).
The Buddha's eyes not only pierce through Mara's three daughters' skin, but he makes themselves see how ugly 
their female organs are (Seng You T.2040:8).
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Tripitaka's uncharacteristic heroism has a number of interesting implications. As we 

have demonstrated, feminine beauty is a necessary medium for male chastity to gain strength 

exactly because it threatens to destroy chastity. Accordingly, chastity is a virtue only when it 

is made manifest where there is temptation. In this sense male chastity is essentially a power 

to counter feminine beauty the male practitioner otherwise cannot resist. Conversely, only 

the tempted can prove chaste.31 Surely Pa-chieh's pig instincts prove that the pilgrims are 

not yet above temptation; hence they have the potential for chastity. By standing firm 

Tripitaka turns that potential into reality.

But how does Pa-chieh's embodiment of discipline relate to Tripitaka's chastity? 

Admittedly, chastity does not apply to the hog. Consistent with his symbolism, he tries
I1

ostensibly to avoid contact with sexuality. He expresses his philosophy when he evokes a 

proverb in chapter 20--"Flee sensuality like an enemy" (Yu 1977:1.405 and Wu

1973:273). Surely discipline is needed, as we have indicated, but it is not yet chastity, for 

chastity implies discipline sublimated. Chastity is not merely the removal of oneself from 

contamination; it is more the removal o f contamination from the mind. If Pa-chieh's lechery 

announces the awakening of the pilgrims' collective sexual instincts, Tripitaka's stoicism is 

the sign of chastity at work. For as he defies demonic threat or persuasion, his mind-which 

is Monkey-is always working feverishly to "wake to vacuity."

31

That chastity is the privilege o f the tempted is an idea frequently expressed by Chinese writers. For 
instance, Ji Kang 224-63) in Yu Shan Juyuan juejiao shu (A Letter to Renounce My
Relationship with Shan Juyuan): "How can you commend his chastity when you see a eunuch" e(

(Zai Mingyang 1978:128). The analogy may help us understand the references in the Buddhist 
writings to Sakyamuni’s marriage. According to Da shanquan jin g  (Sutra o f  Great Expediency),
Sakyamuni was suspected o f  impotency so he had to marry to prove he was not (Daoshi T.2122:357). 
According to Puyao jing, he was suspected o f  the same problem because he refrained from having sex with his 
wife. He had to give her a son to prove he was not impotent (Ibid. 356-57). In either case he had to prove his 
chastity by first dispelling doubts about his potency.
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But how do we interpret the author’s obvious effort to reconcile the Buddhist stress on a 

clean mind and the Taoist insistence upon the integrity of semen? No doubt Tripitaka is in 

all the essentials a symbol of male chastity. But the essence of this symbol--the belief in the 

miraculous properties of semen--is Taoist, consistent with his earthly immortal status, with 

the pilgrim group's collective symbolism as the reincarnation o f the stone monkey, and with 

Subhuti's Taoist vision underlying the entire novel. However, the means he employs to 

preserve virginity—that of a clean mind--is largely Buddhist. To put it differently, Tripitaka 

enjoys a distinct advantage over the stone monkey, the predecessor of the pilgrim group. He 

avoids making the same mistake by evoking the power of the stone monkey's first name, that 

is, to "wake to vacuity," to protect the elixir he has concocted earlier at the Mountain o f Two 

Realms. This practice proves the most effective antidote to the threat sexuality poses to his 

semen.
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CHAPTER 8

TUP DRAGON HORSE, SHA MONK AND THE BUDDHIST 
"SIX BOATS AND THREE VEHICLES"

Undoubtedly, the dragon horse and Sha Monk pale as literary characters when they 

compare to Tripitaka, Pa-chieh, and in particular Monkey. They both exude an aura of 

reticent endurance. The white horse sees little action, and very rarely does he even make his 

voice heard. Sha Monk does have a voice, but he is not as brazenly flamboyant, as 

colorfully resourceful, and as magically powerful as Monkey; neither does he constantly 

flash witty nothings, like the hog, to generate laughter for the reader. Nor does he even 

come close to Tripitaka as the focus of demonic admiration. Probably for these reasons the
II

two are perhaps the least studied of the pilgrims. But the functions they silently perform 

should not be overlooked. Between them they effectively body forth the Buddhist metaphor 

of "ferrying over to the other shore" in related but rather disparate ways. Moreover, they 

each evoke literary and religious motifs that do much to enrich the texture of the novel.

In chapter 100, the Buddha commends the dragon horse for his performance with these 

remarks that clearly delineate the function the horse fulfills as a pilgrim: "Because you 

carried the sage monk daily on your back during his journey to the West and because you 

also took the holy scriptures back to the East, you too have made merit" 0

t  (Yu 1977:4.426 and Wu 1973:1361). The 

meaning the Buddha intends to convey is not as apparently self-explanatory as it might first 

appear. Here the Buddha clearly makes allusions to two legendary white horses which the 

author has combined in the characterization of Tripitaka's dragon horse. One is the white
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horse that reputedly carried the first Buddhist scriptures to China, situated to the east o f 

India. The other is the white horse that carried Sakyamuni from family life to realization, as 

the dragon horse does Tripitaka. This horse may be regarded as a symbol for the prince's 

determination to abandon family life in order to escape the cycles of life and death.

The white horse that brought scriptures to China has often been conceived as the symbol 

for the inception o f Buddhism in China. According to the preface of Sishi 'er zhang jing, the 

rise of Buddhism in China all originated with a dream in which Emperor Ming of the Han 

(vXtyJiftr, r. 58-75) saw a giant golden man with a halo come flying to the front of his hall. 

Upon inquiry, one of his ministers identified the divine being as the Buddha. This prompted 

the emperor to immediately send imperial envoys to India for scriptures (Kasyapamatanga 

T.784:722).' In Shuijing zhu (An Annotated Edition o f The Classic of the Rivers 

and Waters), Li Daoyuan (IPilTC, 466-527) evokes the same story to explain the origins of 

the White Horse Monastery 0  in Luoyang "Therefore imperial envoys were sent 

to India to copy scriptures and make images. Subsequently scriptures were placed in elm 

crates and the images on the back of a white horse for them to be promoted back in China. 

Hence "white horse' in the name of the monastery"

0 uan 16 1975:23a).2 Fei Changfang 

fl. 581-600) recounts a later version of the story in his Lidai sanbao j i  (Records

1
Cf. Fan Ye i W ,  Hou Han shu JgfX #, 1971:5.2922.

2

The monastery was built in 68 after the imperial envoys came back. It was believed to be the first 
Buddhist temple in China. According to Lidai fabao j i  W f tS lE id  (Records o f  the Dharma Treasure During 
Various Periods), it was Sishi’er zhang jing  that the imperial envoys found, and it was not in India but in Da 
yuezhi f t ,  a kingdom in present-day Afganistan (T.2075-179), that they found it. This scripture was 
reputedly the first to have been translated into Chinese.
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of the Three Treasures During Various Periods). According to him, it was Kasyapamatanga 

67 A.D.) who brought the scripture-laden white horse to China after he came 

upon the imperial envoys in the Kingdom of Yuezhi (T.2034:49).3

Surely the historical Tripitaka also brought scriptures back from India, but he was not the 

first to do so, and certainly came by no means into any relationship with this legendary white 

horse. In fact, the white horse's eastward trip itself receives only the scantiest c f treatment as 

part of Tripitaka's return journey in Xiyou ji. By contrast the limelight is focused exclusively 

upon the dragon horse's symbolic journey to the Western Paradise, a trip obviously alien to 

the legend of the scripture-laden white horse. It seems that the author incorporated the 

legend of the white horse associated with the first Chinese scriptures merely to assign more 

importance to Tripitaka's journey, to make it appear as if Chinese Buddhism began with the 

Tang monk. It is Tripitaka's westward journey that constitutes his main interest, for it is a 

metaphor that represents the actual fulfillment of Subhuti's double vision. Accordingly, it is 

the legend of Sakyamuni's white horse that becomes the more dominant motif in the 

portraiture of Tripitaka's dragon horse in order to draw parallels between the Buddha's quest 

and the quest of the pilgrims.

This second white horse is part of the legend related to Sakyamuni's determination to 

seek deliverance from the endless cycles of life and death. In Puyao jing  is (Sutra of

Universal Brightness), the prince instructed a saddened Chandaka his horseman, to 

saddle a white horse by the name of Kantakanam As'varadja in the middle of the night, 

when he had finally decided to abandon palace life. As the city gates were all locked up by

3

Cf. Ren Jiyu and Du Jiwen, 1991:95-97 and Li Mingquan, 1990:159-160.
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this time, the celestial beings who had descended to show respect to his determination had to 

lift the horse and man up and over the walls. As the scripture indicates, the white horse fell 

on his knees before Sakyamuni, and kissed his feet in farewell, as the prince finally took off 

by himself (Daoshi T.2122:361-362).

According to Cheni jing  (Sutra of Chandaka), Sakyamuni's relationship with the

horse could be traced back to an earlier existence in which a devaraja had vowed to 

become a horse to carry the future Buddha to enlightenment (Baochang T.2121:38-39). The 

relationship may not extend this far back in Puyao jing , but the birth of the white horse, in 

its capacity of "king of the horses" 3]3i,A is said to be one of the thirty-two auspicious signs 

that accompanied the birth o f the prince (Ibid.1.2121:15).5 In Xiuxing benqi jing
\I

(Sutra of the Origination of the Buddha's Enlightenment), this horse was one of 

the eighty-four thousand white foals that accompanied Sakyamuni's birth to celebrate this 

cosmic event. But this horse stood out strikingly for its extremely white color and pearl-like 

mane (Seng You T.2040:5). As a distinctive hallmark related to the Sakyamuni legend, the 

Buddhists often use the image of a white horse as the symbol for Sakyamuni's decision to 

abandon family life and become a monk H i^ .6

4

"Kantakanam As'varadja" t i i #  literally means "the king o f  horses."

5

According to Zengyi Ahan jing, the "king o f  horses" is one of the "seven treasures" -fcjE that accompany 
only the appearance o f  a "wheel-turning sage king" (Baochang T .2121:247). But the buddhas
themselves are often regarded as the "wheel-turning noble kings." They are known as "kings o f the Dharma 

1 wheel" ? £ $ £ £  as contrasted to "kings o f  the wealth wheel" ffffc £  who signify the arrival o f  peace and
prosperity, and "kings o f  the military wheel" who signify rule by force (Daoshi T.2122:617). It is 
perhaps for this reason that Sakyamuni is entitled to his own "king o f  horses."

6

By the same token, Sakyamuni's birth is represented by a six-tusked white elephant his triumph
over Mara by a diamond seat his enlightenment by a bodhi tree H U P t, his teaching by a wheel or a lion
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The parallels are rather apparent between the white horse of the Sakyamuni legend and 

the white horse o f the Tripitaka legend: both serve as a carrier for a determined practitioner 

on his way ultimately to full realization. However, the dragon horse does not represent a 

simple replication of its predecessor. Its appearance is shrouded in details that suggest two

theology underlying Tripitaka's journey. First of all, the dragon horse is an inalienable part 

of the Monkey metaphor. We have already remarked how Monkey's symbolism relates him 

not merely to the elixir, but also to the "monkey of the mind" 'lM&. It is only natural that the 

white horse should come into relationship with him as the embodiment o f the "horse of will"

As a unified metaphor, horse and monkey began to pair up perhaps during the Tang 

period (cf. Li Mingquan 1990:123). For instance, the historical Tripitaka refers to this 

metaphor in a memorial to Emperor Taizong of the Tang r. 626-649): "Now 1

still water, to subdue the agitating monkey of emotion, and to yoke the capering horse of

Weimojie jingjiang bianwen (Transformation Text of The Vimalakirti

Sutra), horse and monkey also go hand in hand: "Entering the unfathomable depths of 

meditation/The monkey of the mind and the horse of will stop prancing around" 

i l l M ,  (Wang Chongmin 1957:617). Despite his prominent Taoist status,

Ltt Yan employs the same metaphor in one of his "Qiyan" -fcs’ (seven-character poems):

roaring and his nirvana by a stupa. Cf. Ren Jiyu and Du Jiwen, 1991:46 and Li Mingquan, 1990:161.

ways in which Sakyamuni's horse has been turned into a medium for expressing the Taoist

would like to seek refuge in the gate of meditation in order to purify my mind until it is like

will" m m n z m ,  ^ M ^ Z ^  (Huili T.2053:270). In 
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"Subdued by itself, the mad monkey needs no taming/The wild horse I break: no flogging is

applied" m t  u  \ m m % ,  ( 1990:2096).

This metaphor is embodied in Xiyou j i  by the function the dragon horse performs in 

connection with the stone monkey’s fall. For instance, the stone monkey and the horse are 

brought up together in the title of chapter 4 -"  Appointed to the post of Pi-ma, how can Mind 

be satisfied?/Registered under the name of Equal to Heaven, Will still stirs"

All, (Wu 1973:44). It should be noted here that "mind" and "will" are

plainly brought into relationship with the office the monkey king holds--"pi-ma-wen" 

iS-w ith obvious implications that we elucidate later. Horse and monkey are linked again to 

each other in chapter 7 when the author observes upon Monkey's fall: "Horse works with 

Monkey--Mind and Will are one/Tie them up, don't let them seek outside"

(Ibid. 1973:84). Their liaison is also the subject of the author’s poetic 

rumination in chapter 23 as commentary upon how the pilgrims should prepare themselves 

for the test the four divine beings set for them: "Tie up the sly ape, don't loosen the 

ropes!/Hold back the mean horse, don't let him go fast!" f ,

(Yu 1977:444 and Wu 1973:306).

The affinity of the two highlights the significance of the celestial position of 

"pi-ma-wen" which the Taoist rebel abandons after holding it down for only half a month of 

celestial time. Surely the title of the office is a joke, a pun on "bi mawen" which

alludes to a fable that a monkey placed among horses is able to prevent equestrian epidemic; 

7 but it is a joke with a load of meaning. Apparently the "epidemic" is highly spiritual when

7

Cf. note 2, Wu Cheng'en, 1973:47.
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we take the monkey-horse metaphor into consideration. In this relationship, the monkey of 

the mind is the more important, as "will," in the sense of a restless stream of "thoughts," is 

but the mind in action. It follows naturally that the horse becomes subdued only when the 

mind is determined to curb its relentless tendency to wander. It is with great diligence that 

the stone monkey executes the duties of his office, at least for a half month. The result is 

highly symbolic: "When the horses saw him, they all behaved most properly" !aL

T f i t  M W ?  (Yu 1977:1.121 and Wu 1973:47).

In this context, the mind virtually leaves the "horse of will" free to roam when the 

monkey king abandons the symbolic position in a huff in chapter 4. But what has so 

effectively interrupted the Taoist immortal at a time when he appears to be doing so well 

exercising control over the horses in the symbolic sense of wandering thoughts? Indeed, 

what kind of relevance does the "pi-ma-wen" metaphor bear to the Taoist theology he 

embodies? According to Subhuti, success with the elixir should be followed by the instant 

realization of the buddha-nature. The concoction of the elixir belongs to the stage of 

so-called "doing" whereas the buddha-nature belongs to that of "nondoing" h 

Without making a well-timed transition, the elixir runs the risk of being burned.8 According 

to Biyan lu (Blue Cliff Records), Bodhidharma came directly to the Shaolin Temple 

and sat facing the wall for nine years (Yuanwu keqin T.2003:140) after

8

Zhang expresses the idea in this poem: "Starting with doing, people can hardly see; then when nondoing is 
reached, everyone knows" (Thomas Cleary 1987:101 and Xue Daoguang
1977:2867). And in this poem: "If you have not yet refined the elixir, then be quick about it. But if you have, 
then you should know when to stop at sufficiency. If you fill it to the brim with a mind that knows no limit, you 
will not escape the humiliation o f  disaster" j£M $fllh5L ^

(Xue Daoguang 1977:2875). Cf. comments by Thomas Cleary, 1987:101-102, and by Xue Daoguang and 
others, 1977:2867 and 2875-76.
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he did not hit it off with Emperor Wu of the Liang ( ^ i ^ r ,  r.502-549), a pious Buddhist 

himself, in Jiankang Xue Daoguang 1978-1191) and Chen Zhixu, two of

Zhang Boduan's prominent annotators, both allude to the event as an indication that 

Bodhidharma was making the transition from "doing" to "nondoing" (Xue Daoguang 

1977:287s).9 Surely such a comparison may appear rather far-fetched, at least to the 

Buddhists, for it presupposes that the first patriarch of Chinese Chan Buddhism practiced the 

gold elixir.10 But there can be no doubt about the paramount importance Zhang Boduan and 

his followers attach to the realization of the buddha-nature.

The endeavors the monkey king makes before he takes up the position of 

"pi-ma-wen"--his search for an immortal master and Subhuti's transmission-belongs to the
1I

stage of intense "doing" in which the concoction o f the elixir occurs. The end of this stage is 

marked when he first triumphs over the Monstrous King of Havoc '/H tttJiSi in the 

Water-Organ Cave /JClfoM 11 at the Mount of Kan Springs then over the dragon

9

Cf. the entry on "jiunian mianbi" in Hu Fuchen, ed., Zhunghua Daojiao da cidian ^
1995:1238-39.

to
Zhang Boduan himself makes the same kind of comparison in this poem: "The Buddhists teach people to 

cultivate (the Land of) Ultimate Bliss/Because (the Land of) Ultimate Bliss is the direction o f  gold" A.
(Xue Daoguang 1977:2888). By "gold" he means the "gold elixir." The idea that the 

Buddha had cultivated the elixir can be traced back to Shenxian jinye jin g  f f  fllijfejtJczS (The Spirit Immortals' 
Scripture on the Golden Fluid) which states that “the radiant golden complexion o f  the Buddha developed 
because he used this method o f  the Tao” (Livia Kohn 1995:128). Certainly there is no documented proof that 
the Buddhist Land o f  Ultimate Bliss is based on the Taoist gold elixir. But these references can certainly be 
regarded as part o f  the reason why Tripitaka has to acquire the elixir before he makes the journey to the 
Western Paradise in the Taoist context o f  the novel.

ti
I have changed Anthony Yu's translation--"Water-Belly Cave" (1977:1.95)--to "Water-Organ Cave" for the 

convenience o f discussion. The Chinese "REE” refers to or "five organs." The particular organ associated 
with water, with north, and with the trigram o f  Kan iX  (H )  is kidney '£f. "Belly" is much too vague to pinpoint 
the metaphor obviously involved. For the same reason I have also changed "Mount o f  Northern Spring" to 
"Mount o f Kan Springs."
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kings, and finally over the Yama of the Underworld. Apparently his victory over the King of 

Havoc is a metaphor that represents the Taoist conception o f "taking from Kan to fill up Li" 

This poem by Zhang Boduan summarizes the conception:

Take the solid at the heart of Kan,
And transform the yin in the belly of the palace of Li.
From this transformation emerges the fortified body of Qian.
To lie low or fly high will then be at one's will.

(Xue Daoguang 1977:2853).

Three trigrams are involved in this poem: Qian (5) for the body in its pristine state, Kan 

XK (H) for the kidney where yang supposedly resides now and Li (5) for the body 

cheated of its yang. According to the Taoists, the yang energy is at its fullest upon birth 

j when the body still remains in its pristine state. But the yin forces begin to set in as the

clock of life ticks away driven by the six senses, and the body becomes Li. However, the 

process may be reversed if one knows how to retrieve yang from the kidney 12 where it 

presumably becomes semen, and convert it to become the elixir.

Obviously the author has made an attempt to work this metaphor into Xiyou ji. The 

stone monkey has lost his pristine perfection in chapter 1 when the heaven-penetrating light 

he was bom with is extinguished from his eyes. In chapter 2, the author represents his loss 

once again as the King of Havoc's robbery of his fellow monkeys during his absence, but this 

time the author’s intention is to pinpoint the "Water-Organ Cave" at the Mount of Kan 

Springs as the place where the lost yang resides. Upon his return from Subhuti, the first 

thing the monkey does is recover the loss from Kan, since the immediate effect o f the elixir

12

This kidney is the same kidney as conceived by the Chinese traditional medicine. It includes the biological 
kidney but is not confined to it.
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should be the restoration of the body from the broken state of Li to its original splendors o f 

Qian. The position of the demon's cave--to the north-advertises the monkey king's own 

Water-Curtain Cave as a metaphor that represents what Zhang Boduan calls the "palace of 

Li," the trigram that needs the solid middle line o f  Kan to become Qian.

The monkey king's victory at the Water-Organ Cave also extends to include his ensuing 

triumph over the dragon kings to form an enlarged metaphor that culminates in his discovery 

of the magic rod. To the Taoists, the elixir is formed when "dragon" and "tiger"--the Taoist 

jargon for yin and yang in the terminology of the elixir--are mysteriously united, as Zhang 

Boduan testifies in this poem:

On the top of Flower Crag Mountain, the male tiger roars;
At the bottom of Sacred Tree Ocean the female dragon howls.
The Yellow Female naturally knows how to get them together,
So they become man and wife and share the same mind.*mmm, m  i aw**

'-ll' (Thomas Cleary 1987:77 and Xue Daoguang 1977:2855).

There are as many interpretations of "dragon" and "tiger" as there are interpreters. But 

according to Zhongli Quan 1 the kidney is home to a vital force known as the 

"lead" i&. This lead is the most basic of elements for the concoction of the elixir. It 

produces what is called the "water of the true One" J l — or the "tiger." Moreover, the 

lead also produces "mercury" ^  that comes to reside in the heart.13 From this "mercury" 

further emerges the so-called "vital force of true yang" IE PH Z.H. or the "dragon." In other 

words, dragon and tiger are simply metaphors that represent the "vital force of true yang"

13

Again, this "heart" <ll* is more than merely the biological organ that bears the name.
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and the "water o f the true One" that combine to produce the elixir (Shi Jianwu 1988:19-32).

14

Surely the author cannot but represent this complicated conception in a condensed, and 

highly symbolic manner. As we have noted, the Water-Curtain Cave from which the stone 

monkey comes is the palace of Li or the heart. The union between tiger and dragon occurs 

when the monkey king brings back to the cave the recovered items after he triumphs over the 

King of Havoc at the Mount of Kan Springs. The author attests to the unity when he 

observes on his destruction of the Water-Organ Cave: "He then sets fire to the Water-Organ 

Cave, and bums it bone-dry until all forms one entity" tE#|$7|CH)£PJ

f , ^  It! T  (Wu 1973:28). Note the author’s stress on "bone-dry." The cave is
»

I emptied of the "water of the true One" because the Taoist immortal has combined it with the 

"vital force of true yang" from the heart or the Water-Curtain Cave in the concoction of the 

elixir. Hence the reference to "one entity."

Monkey's Taoist quest culminates in the acquisition of the rod which represents, I think, 

his success with the elixir. It is a point we address in detail later that the divine weapons the 

demons and pilgrims brandish are all symbols of the elixir. The rake, for instance, was 

crafted personally by Laozi himself in his eight-trigram brazier in which the elixirs are made, 

as the pig confides in Monkey in chapter 19: "Lao Tzu himself wielded the large 

hammer,/And Mars himself added charcoals piece by piece"
14

As we have indicated, there are three steps to the completion o f  the elixir: to transform semen into the vital 
forces ( ' J $ f f r f k ' feO ,  to transform the vital forces into the spirit ( ) $ ^ f t t t )  and to transform the spirit into 
emptiness ( ) $ $  p’lS). The stone monkey subdues the Monstrous King o f  Havoc in order to complete step one. 
He initiates step two when he brings the lost items back to the Water-Curtain Cave. To subdue the dragon--the 
"vital force o f  true yang"--marks the completion o f step two. The last step is also called "jiunian mainbi” K f c  
® H . Cf. Hu Fuchen, ed., Zhonghua Daojiao da cidian, 1995:1238-39. It was mainly to reinterpret the last 
step that Zhang Boduan introduced the Buddhist conception o f  buddha-nature.
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#tJpf (Yu 1977:1.385 and Wu 1973:257). Certainly the rod Monkey relies so much upon to 

make Tripitaka's buddhahood proves no exception to this rule. It also originates in Laozi's 

brazier of eight trigrams, as he enlightens the lion demon in chapter 75: "The rod is made of 

steel nine times refined,/Forged in the brazier by Lao Tzu himself' $ijIk H -
(Ibid. 1977:3.423 and 1973:1043). Undoubtedly the rod is here compared to 

the most efficacious "elixir nine times refined" 15 consistent with Monkey's image

as the immortal of the highest form of Taoist realization.

Ostensibly the rod is a grudging gift the dragon king of the Eastern Ocean offers this 

bellicose, self-styled neighbor in order to see the stone monkey out the door. But the linking 

of the rod with the dragon kings is by no means insignificant. "Dragons" represent the "vital 

force of true yang" the monkey king is able to produce from the "mercury" based on the 

"lead" he has obtained from the Water-Organ Cave. Symbolically speaking, the dragons 

come into existence only upon his triumph over the King of Havoc.16 By the same token, he

15

“Nine times refined” is obviosly an allusion to the “nine-time refined elixir” /tJNfifei5}-. Ge Hong, for 
instance, states: “It takes three years for one who takes the elixir once refined to achieve immortal status... ten 
days for one who takes an eight-time refined elixir; and three days for one who takes a nine-time refined elixir”

(1977:46.37716). See also
James R. Ware, 1966:82. We may also understand the reference to “nine times refined” in the context o f  the 
five phases. "Nine" is the completion number fflM  o f  metal &  while "gold" is also known as In this 
sense " /iff"  is simply another way of saying "gold elixir." for "nine" represents "gold." Cf. Ma Jiren, 
1991:666-667.

16

Zhang Boduan alludes to both a tiger and a dragon in the poem cited above. Actually the monkey king 
does subdue a tiger. Although the author uses the image o f  "King o f  Havoc," Monkey's triumph over this 
demon does symbolize the taming of a tiger. In chapter 3, the Thousand-Mile Eye -EM U  and Fair-Wind Ear 
I P l ?  refer to it when they explain the origins o f  the stone monkey's prowess to the Jade Emperor: "We do 
not know where in the past few years he has cultivated himself and become immortal. Now he has subdued 
dragons and tamed tigers, and annulled by force the Register of Death"
lM, ® (Wu 1973:42). The author describes in detail how he triumphs over the dragons and how he 
“annulled the Register o f  Death.” The “King o f  Havoc” is the only other adversary he conquers, and may 
therefore be regarded as the tiger.

265

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



forces them to yield the rod in the sense that he has compounded the lead and the mercury in 

the successful completion of the elixir.

With the rod, the new immortal apparently arrives at that critical point that requires him 

to phase in the stage of "nondoing," particularly after he triumphs over the Yama of the 

Underworld, the goal he has set out to achieve. That is, he should try further to purify his 

mind to make it consistent with his newfound immortal constitution. Subhuti has counted 

upon such a transition by giving him a Buddhist first name while inducting him into the 

secret of the elixir in fulfilling the meaning of his family name. As the "lord of the mind" 

- ll '£  (Yu 1977:3.305 and Wu 1973:948), it is entirely up to the monkey king to determine 

whether he should break the "horse of will" or allow it to break him. If given a free rein, the
II

horse would certainly be driven wild by the six senses. But if he decides to "wake to 

vacuity," the horse may then spearhead the force of meditative concentration to become the 

"right thought" one of the "eightfold path" A iE i!’ the Buddha teaches at Benares (cf. 

Edwin Burtt 1982:30). In this context, it matters a great deal whether he can hold down the 

position of "pi-ma-wen" or not.

To give him his due, the Taoist rebel does try twice to achieve "nondoing," but twice he 

fails disastrously. As a diligent horse trainer, he succeeds in breaking the horses for a while, 

but he is not yet ready to "wake to vacuity" which demands that he sacrifice all of his human 

instincts on the altar. Surely the resentment he feels towards the position of "pi-ma-wen" 

attests to this reluctance. But what immediately causes him to leave the job is that his 

illusions have been burst about his place in the celestial hierarchy. His embarrassment at 

this position, and at the cynical remarks from his stable colleagues about it and from his
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fellow monkeys after he returns to the Water-Curtain Cave are almost certainly a  reminder of 

the pain-in-heaven motif represented by the story of Liu An (^ l]^ , 179 B.C.-122 B.C.), the 

Prince of Huainan '/ftF&I:, in Ge Hong's Shenxian zhuan.

Surely the menial nature of the monkey king’s position challenges comparison to that of 

the celestial "bathroom cleaner" a job Liu An held for three years after he ascended

to heaven. In part, Liu An's dilemma was caused by himself, for he could not help but act as 

if he were still a  celebrity on earth. According to Ge Hong, this greatly offended the 

sensibilities of some of his immortal seniors (1964-68:13.6.6.3a). Liu An's example sheds 

light on the wise choice Master White Stone 1 =1 5 m a d e  in the same book. Unlike Liu 

An. this immortal chose to remain an earthly immortal i&flll on the belief that "There are 

numerous senior immortals in heaven, and to wait on them is a greater pain than life on 

earth" (Ibid. 13:6.1.5b). However, if the pain-in-heaven

motif is indeed present in the monkey king's experience in heaven, the author has doubtless 

turned the tables on Master White Stone. The realized monkey may have grievances against 

the Jade Emperor, but he aspires to heaven, and later storms it by force in order to be the 

head of the entire universe. In a symbolic sense, he does not really "quit" the position, but 

his aspirations that characterize his human mind effectively prevail over his feeble attempt at 

"nondoing."

As Great Sage, Equal to Heaven he makes another half-hearted effort to

check the "horse o f will." After he quits the first job, the Jade Emperor has tried to suppress 

him, and failing that, adopts the Gold Star's suggestion to "rein in his perverse mind so that it 

will not go wild" itfjftkAW'll', (Wu 1973:55). Accordingly, the Jade Emperor
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sets up the departments o f "Peace and Quiet" and "Serene Spirit" t W'^I in an

obvious attempt to phase in the stage of "nondoing." But the "horse of will" refuses to be 

pacified, for the Taoist rebel is the active mind that engenders thoughts of greater ambitions 

as it moves from "pi-ma-wen" to "Great Sage" and Anally to the throne. The tragic fate that 

subsequently befalls him proves that spiritual prowess may be abused to provide intense 

sensual enjoyment, but sensual enjoyment is the death of spiritual prowess. A cleansed 

mind, which occurs upon the realization of the buddha-nature, is the only thing that can 

prevent such tragedy from taking place.

The transgression the dragon horse has been charged with prior to joining the pilgrims 

coheres consistently with the significance of the monkey king's failure in the office of 

"pi-ma-wen." In chapter 8, Guanyin runs into the young dragon that stares death directly in 

the face. Upon her inquiry, the dragon confesses to the crime o f "unfilial disobedience" IT- 

M (Wu 1977:103) he has incurred by burning some of his father's pearls. Likewise the 

crime the Taoist monkey has committed is exactly "disobedience," except that the Jade 

Emperor against whom he rebels is an enlarged father figure, as are all the emperors in a 

Confucian society. In this sense, the dragon may be regarded as to originate from the stone 

monkey. The fact that the dragon turns into a horse further indicates that the dragon 

originates more specifically with the celestial horses the realized monkey fails to keep under 

control.

In this context, it becomes highly significant why the first thing Monkey does is tame the 

dragon horse, and turn it into a determined carrier for Tripitaka after he joins up at the 

Mountain of Two Realms. As we have noted, Tripitaka follows the stone monkey’s
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footsteps in terms of his religious practice, but he is not simply a replication so much as a 

correction to his predecessor. With Monkey in tow, the master stands at exactly the same 

spot where his predecessor stood after he obtained the rod from the dragon of the Eastern 

Ocean. In light o f his predecessor’s tragedy, it is imperative at this point that Tripitaka 

"wake to vacuity" in order to rein in the "horse of will." It is exactly as an act of correction 

to the monkey king’s mistake that Monkey triumphs over the restive "horse of will" at the 

Eagle Grief Stream turning it into a quietly determined carrier. It is a symbolic

gesture whereby the mind no longer permits itself to be led astray by galloping thoughts, but 

focuses instead on the one thought of no thought. Of course the control of the mind over 

thought is a motif that extends beyond the horse-monkey metaphor. It recurs whenever
iI

Monkey acts dutifully as Tripitaka's spiritual guide, for the horse is Tripitaka's thought, 

much as Monkey is his mind. A typical example is found in chapter 43 where Monkey 

severely castigates his master for opening the door to the six robbers owing to his natural 

tendencies towards the six senses (Yu 1977:2.284 and Wu 1973:595). But the metaphor is 

embodied primarily by Monkey's constant efforts to deliver the master from demonic 

possession in the symbolic sense of helping the monk "wake to vacuity."

In addition to its part in the "monkey of the mind" metaphor, the dragon horse also 

departs from the Sakyamuni legend in the function it fulfills as a symbol for Mahayana or 

the "great vehicle" as contrasted to Hinayana or the "lesser vehicle" The 

significance is quite manifest in Guanyin's remarks in chapter 15 when Monkey demands 

indignantly that she explain the dragon's presence at the Eagle Grief Stream "I went

personally to plead with the Jade Emperor to have the dragon stationed here so that he could
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serve as a means of transportation for the scripture pilgrim. Those mortal horses from the 

Land of the East, do you think that they could walk through ten thousand waters and a 

thousand hills? How could they possibly hope to reach the Spirit Mountain, the Land o f 

Buddha? Only a dragon-horse could make that journey!" vtftk'fi:

s t  r m & m t w f ] .  m m m m
ftfe? M W i 1 f t  (Ibid. 1977:1.322 and 1973:205).

The substitution of the dragon horse for Tripitaka's mortal horse becomes even more 

meaningful when we compare this episode with the other episodes that involve the crossing 

of rivers. Throughout the journey, the pilgrims have to cross altogether six rivers which are 

all related in one way or another to the ferrying motif. The Flowing Sand River the
iI

pilgrims have to cross in chapter 22 specifically epitomizes the human world which we 

discuss later in this chapter, and the rescue effort by the pilgrims with respect to the two 

Ch'en family children at the Heaven-Reaching River M U fil  in chapters 47 through 49 

constitutes an act of alms-giving, one of the "six boats" By contrast Tripitaka's

kidnapping at the Black River in chapter 43 embodies his feeble attempt at "nondoing" 

Tc^J. The dragon of the Western Ocean has instructed the iguana, Tripitaka's

kidnapper, to "nourish his nature and seek realization"|f‘t4f^£C (Wu 1973:601), but he 

brazenly disobeys his uncle. As a rule, Tripitaka becomes identified with whatever deviation 

the demon represents each time he is kidnapped. Kidnapping is therefore a metaphor that 

indicates how the master falls prey to a particular type of spiritual pollution. In other words, 

the master virtually becomes the demon that kidnaps him. In this sense, it is not the iguana, 

but the master himself, that fails to quietly "nourish his nature." The demon threatens
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i

Tripitaka's life in the symbolic sense that the transgression is an obstacle that might end up 

in the monk's reincarnation on this side o f the shore. By the same token, the removal o f the 

demon is a metaphor that represents Monkey's success in redressing Tripitaka's deviation.

At the Child-and-Mother River in chapter 53, an old lady-a false yellow hag i t

ferries them across to the wrong shore-a land where hunger for sex so prevails that it 

poses a palpable threat to their religious integrity. In Taoist terminology, the "yellow hag" 

represents the so-called "true will" A S ,  a state of pure and purified consciousness induced 

in deep meditation necessary for bringing together the dragon and the tiger, or the yin and 

yang energies, in the concoction of the elixir. Surely the "yellow hag" that ferries them 

across induces conception by marrying yin and yang, but the kind of "baby" this lady helps 

conceive is false, for the strong sexual innuendoes the kingdom radiates suggest seduction 

and real sexual activity. The immediate cause is Tripitaka's blind reliance upon this false 

"yellow hag" when he allows the old lady to row him across the river to the other shore 

where seduction rather liberation awaits them. But in a symbolic sense, this simply means 

Tripitaka fails to maintain a purified spiritual condition required for the concoction of the 

elixir. And the false conception represents the elixir that threatens to go astray. Only in this 

context does the function Sha Monk performs become significant. Monkey may be able to 

triumph over the True Immortal Compliant who upholds the false baby, but he

cannot get the water that can rectify the false conception. It takes the combined efforts of 

Monkey who holds off the false immortal and Sha Monk who takes the chance to actually 

obtain the water. As the real "yellow hag," Sha Monk functions properly only when Monkey 

defeats the demon in the symbolic sense of removing Tripitaka's spiritual contamination.

L_. Vr
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Certainly the highlight of the ferrying motif is the Cloud-Transcending Stream iJczrilf in 

chapter 98 where Tripitaka sheds his mortal shell.

The substitution of the dragon horse for the mortal horse at the Eagle Grief Stream is 

distinguished from these episodes in that it revolves around the vehicle with which Tripitaka 

navigates the Eagle Grief Stream. The breadth o f this body of water grieves even eagles, let 

alone Tripitaka on the saddle of a mortal horse. Clearly the image of the place is designed 

specifically to indicate the urgent need for the right vehicle. As Guanyin's remarks indicate, 

the dilemma that faces Tripitaka comes down ultimately to a choice between the "great 

vehicle" and the "lesser vehicle." Moreover, she makes it quite clear that the choice the 

master has to make with respect to the vehicle concerns not merely a stream; the stream is 

really an embodiment of the entire journey, for it contains "ten thousand waters and a 

thousand hills" 75*tK̂T"LLi .

In the history o f ideas, the issue of vehicle concerns really the objective with regard to 

"vacuity." The Mahayana Buddhist critique of Hinayana may perhaps be summarized, in an 

oversimplified fashion, in light of these lines from Xinjing: "Form is no different from 

emptiness, emptiness no different from from; form is emptiness, and emptiness is form" &

(Yu 1977:1.393 and Wu 1973:264). According to 

popular Mahayana views, the Hinayana vision would only identify form with emptiness, but 

not emptiness with form. Consequently the arhats seek nirvana as the only ultimate reality. 

In so doing they actually contradict themselves, for the world virtually becomes real, and 

tangible rather than empty, when it becomes something from which they feel compelled to
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escape. By contrast, the bodhisattvas not only see form as emptiness, but they seek 

emptiness in form or nirvana in the world of men.17

Undoubtedly the kind of emptiness the monkey king is expected to embody belongs to 

the bodhisattva type. The author makes this point clearly when he hastens to distinguish 

between two types o f emptiness as soon as Subhuti names his disciple "wake to vacuity":

"To break the stubborn vacuity one needs to wake to vacuity" j !  (Ibid.

1977:82 and 1973:14). We should remember that "stubborn vacuity" may be understood in 

the history of ideas as an allusion with specific reference to Hinayana. Seen in this context, 

the substitution of the dragon for the mortal horse becomes meaningful. It is a highly 

symbolic gesture whereby Tripitaka chooses the "great vacuity" "X's* (Wu 1973:169) as
1I

contrasted to "stubborn vacuity." Apparently the author expects him to wake not only to 

vacuity, but also to the falseness of "stubborn vacuity." The fact that the dragon horse ferries 

him safe and sound across the symbolic stream in the fashion o f a boat constitutes evidence 

that he has made the right choice.

The advantage of Mahayana over Hinayana is a point the author follows up first with 

this episode that involves the change of horses and later with the episode of the Buddha of 

Yellow Brows in chapters 65 and 66. But the author has introduced the theme much earlier. 

It constitutes Tripitaka’s primary motive to seek scriptures from the Western Paradise. In 

chapter 12, Emperor Taizong of the Tang decrees that Tripitaka should hold a Grand Mass 

of Land and Water 7 K f o r  the salvation of the "orphaned spirits" (Yu

1977:1.253 and Wu 1973:147). But Guanyin's sharp remarks to the emperor instantly

17

This is an idea proposed in particular by The Vimalakirti Sutra.
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deflate the master's confidence just as he is about to proceed with the sermon: "What that 

Master o f yours was lecturing on happens to be the teachings of the Little Vehicle, which 

cannot lead the lost up to Heaven. In my possession is the Tripitaka, the Great Vehicle Law 

of Buddha, which is able to save the damned, deliver the afflicted, and fashion the 

indestructible body" m m .

W J g t f K ,  (Ibid. 1977:1.276 and Wu 1973:165).

It is also manifest on other occasions. The eighteen arhats -f*A who try but fail to 

help Monkey vanquish Laozi’s dark bull in chapter 52 constitute another example that proves 

the inferiority of the so-called "lesser vehicle." Indeed it appears rather odd that the Buddha 

should dispatch them to the battlefield in the first place. As the story indicates, he knows
iI

beforehand that the arhats would not stand a chance against the bull. The only real role they 

play is to relay a message the Buddha, strangely, would not directly tell Monkey with regard 

to the bull's origins. Indignantly Monkey demands o f them, after they relay the message:

"He should have told me right then and there, and there would have been no need for all of 

you to travel" (Yu 1977:3.31). But Monkey has totally missed the point the Buddha tries to 

make by sending the arhats all the way out here. It is not that the Buddha would not want to 

spare them the trouble, but that the author would not want to spare them the humiliation of 

defeat.18

18
Satirizing arhats is a common motif in the sutras that belong to the Mahayana schools. The most famous 

example is perhaps Weimoji suoshuo jing. But these arhats in Xiyou j i  smack conspicuously o f  Taoist 
immortals. For instance, the "golden cinnabar sand" they use to no avail against the bull could be an 
allusion to the "cinnabar sand" the main ingredient the early Taoists used to produce the so-called "outer 
elixir" £hFf. If so, the author is satirizing not only the arhats, but the arhats are really the Taoist immortals who 
are yet to experience the complete revelation o f  the buddha-nature.

274

„  v

E“ ~
R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



The white horse is a typical example of the Bloomian "misprision." That it is a dragon 

constitutes the key to the substitution from the perspective of literary creation. Here the 

author’s skillful manipulation of the sources challenges comparison to his creation of the 

dark bull which we discuss in detail in the following chapter. The coupling o f "dragon" with 

"horse" perhaps first appears in Zhouli JnJ f L (Rites of the Zhou): "A horse that measures 

over eight chi tall is called 'dragon;' that measures over seven is called 'lai,' and that 

measures over six is called 'horse"' f t ' t i l t ,  %]3]

(Zheng Xuan 1965:160). Apparently the horse is merely compared here to a dragon in terms 

of its size and strength.

Similarly Li Bai (^E=l, 701-762) by no means suggests a real dragon when he alludes to
iI

a "dragon horse" in this well-known Baima pian£\ 3r$} (Ode to a White Horse): "A dragon 

horse with snow-white hair/A heroic man from the Five Tombs of Jinling"

$t'3L[§Nii: (1990:387). Ding Fubao T  fS'ftc testifies to this metaphoric use of "dragon" when 

he explains in the definition o f “longma” or "‘dragon horse” that "The most handsome of 

horses is called a dragon horse" Wifi’S (1775). All the author had to do, and did, 

was read "dragon" as literal so that a "dragon-like horse" becomes a "dragon turned horse." 

Without this more subtle substitution of meaning there would not have been the substitution 

of Tripitaka's symbolic horses.

Like the dragon horse, Sha Monk is also part of the ferrying metaphor, but his specific 

, symbolism relates him to the Buddhist conception of boats in two unique ways. On the one

hand he typifies the denizen o f the Saha world The "ferrying" metaphor

conceives of the human world as a sea of suffering where life and death chase one another in
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an endless cycle. For "saha" literally means suffering to be endured Accordingly Sha 

Monk is related in particular to the Buddhist metaphor of the bodhisattva's "boat of great 

vows" AMJ& that can ferry the believer beyond suffering.

According to Wuliang shou jing  J tM M Q  (Amitayus Sutra), Bhiksu Dharmakara fe M  

ItJi had made forty-eight vows 0-^ AM to "ferry across every o f the limitless agonized 

multitudes" before he became Amitabha to fulfill these vows

(Sanghavarman T.360:267-69). The motif of "ferrying" is equally pronounced in the vows 

made by Kshitigarbha in Dizang pusa benyuan jing  M l i ? 4^ MiS (Sutra of the

Original Vows Made by Bodhisattva Kshitigarbha): "From this day on... in the hundreds of 

millions of kalpas, 1 vow to deliver the multitudes of agonized sinners from the hells of all
i

the worlds, and from the three evil paths of reincarnation. I vow to deliver them from the 

evil paths o f hells, beasts and hungry ghosts and so on. I vow never to achieve buddhahood 

before the sinners who receive these punishments all become buddhas" y- 0  f a -  Wla

n+m*, s a i , *
l t t ^ . i f l M W ^ A , ^ / t ^ ^ , f t ^ ^ « l H t ( S i k s a n a n d a T . 4 1 2 : 7 8 1 ) .  In 

Jingtu zhuan (Biographies of the Pure Landers), the power generated by such vows

are likened to "boats" that provide salvation to the mundane multitudes: "The bodhisattvas 

steer the boats of great vows across the sea of life and death; in this world they call upon the 

multitudes to get aboard to be ferried across to the West. No one who is willing to go will 

not be rescued" i M m  » f

(Qtd. in Li Mingquan 1990:52). Jiacai makes the same 

comparison in Jingtu lun (On the Pure Land): "Amitabha wields the paddles of
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compassion, and ferries the agonized multitudes across in a boat o f great vows" 

m m  i i J g— (T.  1963:102).

These boats are also known as the "boats of compassion" since compassion is the

motivation of the vows. For instance, this is how Xiao Tong 501-531) refers to the
%

bodhisattva practice in his poem entitled Kaishan si fahui (The Dharma

Gathering at the Monastery of Realized Goodness): "The wheel of dharma illuminates the 

dark room/The boat of compassion sails the sea of wisdom" (Qtd.

in Li Mingquan 1990:52). So does Liu Zongyuan (tPp^TC, 773-819) allude to the phrase ir. 

his Song Rui shangren xu A J?  (Note on Seeing Off Master Yui): "People number in 

the thousands across the land who delight in his acts of grace, and who have received his 

benevolence and climbed aboard his boat o f compassion in anticipation of the other shore" 

U M Z  (1963:288). As we have noted,

to the bodhisattvas, nirvana and the mundane world are one and the same. This kind of 

vision is often called the wisdom of prajna In Xiyou ji. it is called "great vacuity"

as contrasted to "stubborn vacuity." Accordingly, the boat with which the bodhisattvas 

navigate the oceans is also known as the "boat o f prajna" -Jtf. Hence Emperor Wu of

the Liang declares in Mohe banruo chanwen (Prayers According to

Mahaprajna): "We forever wish for the lamp of wisdom to light the world, and wish for the 

boat of prajna to ferry the mortal sentient beings"

OftH*iH (Qtd. in Li Mingquan 1990:53).

Guanyin is linked in particular to the Buddhist conception of compassion. In Da Amituo 

jing  (Greater Amitayus Sutra), Sakyamuni informs his audience that anyone in
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distress is to be rescued upon calling upon Guanyin, one of the two chief bodhisattvas that 

attend upon Amitabha in the Western Paradise (Wang Rixiu T.364:336). According to 

Guan Wuliangshou jing  (Sutra of Meditation on Amida Buddha), the

bodhisattva accompanies Amitabha to meet anyone who vows, upon his or her deathbed, to 

seek rebirth in the Western Paradise (T.365:340-46). This conception of a savior-Guanyin 

often finds its expression in the boat metaphor. In Da beixin luoluoni jing 

(Sutra of the Dharani of the Mind of Great Compassion), for instance: "Hail to the 

compassionate Avalokitesvara! Pray take me aboard the boat of prajna soon. Hail to the 

compassionate Avalokitesvara! Pray convey me across the bitter sea soon" 

f , (Qtd. in Li Mingquan 1990:53).

Likewise Jiacai associates her with the boat in his Jingtu lun: "Amitabha Buddha, together 

with Avalokitesvara and Mahasthamaprapta, steers the boat o f great vows across the sea of 

life and death. In the Saha world he calls upon the multitudes to get aboard so that he can 

ferry them to the West"

(T. 1963:102).19

Her experience with the pilgrims in Xiyou j i  attests to the Guanyin cult in association 

with the conception of compassion. For instance, Pa-chieh asks in excited anticipation when 

Moksa informs him in chapter 8 that the "Bodhisattva from the South Sea" is his master: 

"The Bodhisattva from the South Sea? Is she Kuan-yin who sweeps away the three 

calamities and rescues us from the eight disasters?" (Yu 1977:1.192). Monkey stresses in 

particular her compassion when Guanyin asks him whether he recognizes her: "How could I

19 The fact that Guanyin is called Cihang daoren S t r u t  A  (Realized Man o f  the Compassionate Boat) in 
Fengshen yanyi t t t t iK A  (Investiture o f Gods) is further evidence that she is associated in particular with the 
boat. I am indebted to Li Mingquan, 1990:31-53 for some o f  the citations.
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not recognize you? You are the Mighty Deliverer, the Great Compassionate Bodhisattva 

Kuan-yin from the Potalaka Mountain of the South Sea"

(Yu 1977:1.194 and Wu 1973:105). 

Despite their sins in their previous existences, Pa-chieh and Monkey are both typical 

denizens of the Saha world who have to daily endure suffering, but they each portray a 

different aspect of mundane life. Pa-chieh has to constantly endure hunger, as he reveals to 

the bodhisattva. He therefore shows how slavish dependence on food in the physical world 

is a cause of woes. In comparison, Monkey's imprisonment illustrates the effects of the five 

phases on human life. And Guanyin provides deliverance when either expresses his 

willingness to be rescued. The fact that she is sent out by Sakyamuni alias of Amitabha is 

further evidence of the Pure Land belief.

Moreover, the author has created one particular scene to represent not only the boat of 

compassion, but the boat o f  compassion related with Guanyin in particular. In chapter 42, 

the bodhisattva orders Monkey to get onto a lotus petal so that he can cross the ocean to the 

other shore, after she agrees to help him deal with the Red Boy. At first Monkey dithers, for 

the petal appears much too small for his size and much too light for his weight, but once he 

steps onto it, it turns out to be larger than a boat. The petal begins to move when Guanyin 

blows "a mouthful of air." Another big puff from the bodhisattva and the boat carries 

Monkey "across the bitter sea o f the Southern Ocean until he reached the other shore" 

% - U K  U & W  (Ibid. 1977:2.274 and Wu 1973:587).

But the boat motif culminates in Sha Monk's suffering and his rescue by the bodhisattva. 

Like the Eagle Grief Stream, the author clearly conceives of the Flowing Sand River as the
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bitter sea o f the mundane world. For instance, he observes when Tripitaka steps aboard the 

"Dharma boat" in chapter 22: "It was truly as fast as flying or riding an arrow; in a 

little while he reached the other shore" It't'iilftllSfWTfif,

(Ibid. 1977:1.442 and 1973:305). With the explicit reference to the "other shore," a religious 

term, the weak waters the pilgrims have to cross take on the symbolic meaning of the Saha 

world.20 The novelist follows up the metaphor in chapter 23 when he further points out that 

the river is a quagmire o f corrupted human nature: "We now tell you about master and 

disciples, the four of them, who, having awakened to the suchness of all things, broke the 

lock of dust asunder. Leaping clear from the flowing sand o f  the sea o f nature, they were 

completely rid of any hindrance"

\% ^M M (Ibid . 1977:1.444 and 1973:306. My emphasis).

True to the character of the Saha world, the Flowing Sand River is a place where Sha 

Monk has to endure numerous physical afflictions. In chapter 8, he complains to Guanyin: 

"Every seventh day, he [Jade Emperor] sends a flying sword to stab my breast and side more 

than a hundred times before it leaves me. Hence my present wretchedness! Moreover, the 

hunger and cold are unbearable" (Yu 1977:1.189). Despite his physical pain, it is a place he 

can never flee on his own strength. In chapter 22, a slab of stone warns the pilgrims that at

the Flowing Sand River "A goose feather cannot stay afloat;/A rush petal will sink to the

20

The phrase "liusha" (flowing sand) refers to actual sand when it appears in Mu tianzi zhuan 
(Biography o f  Emperor Mu): "Guiwei... presented him with two hundred camel-cows so that he could 

traverse the flowing-sand" iJ3ifi... IfWffufT/'J' (Guo Pu 1977:8.6077). Similarly, Xuanzang
refers literally to the desert when he mentions that he "traversed the endless expanse o f  flowing 
san d ^ L /fL ^ '^ 'S S  (Huili T.2053:251) in a memorial to the Taizong emperor o f the Tang. But the phrase 
became symbolic even during the Tang period as in this couplet by Master Yun "Music from a
stringless lute resounds throughout the realms o f  the flowing sand/Purified sound responsive to the need o f  the 
billionfold cosmos" (Puji 138:253). Here the "realms o f  the flowing sand"
is a synonym for the "billionfold cosmos” o f which this world is a part.
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bottom" (Yu 1977:1.430 and Wu 1973:293). The inscription only

confirms what Sha Monk has told Guanyin in chapter 8 when he explains about his 

cannibalism: "There have been a number of scripture pilgrims here, and I ate all o f them.

The heads o f those I devoured I threw into the Flowing Sand, and they sank to the bottom, 

for such is the nature of this water that not even goose down can float on it. But the skulls of 

the nine pilgrims floated on the water and would not sink" (Yu 1977:1.190).

Implicit in the “but” in his remarks, I believe, is the Buddhist metaphor of the "rock of 

karma" In Jingtu huowen (Questions With Regard to Pure Land

Buddhism), Tianru urges the supreme importance of the "boat of compassion" 

bodhisattvas provide: "As Sutra o f Nagasena phrases it, the buoyancy of a boat can keep a 

hundred rocks from sinking provided these rocks are placed in the boat. But a single little 

stone will sink to the bottom if  there is not this boat. The 'boat' is a metaphor that represents 

the power o f the Buddha while the 'rock' represents bad karma"

M M , ETO*.
(T.1972:299).21 In this context, it is the rock of bad karma that keeps everything anchored to 

the bottom of the Flowing Sand River. And the only way out is the "boat o f great vows" 

provided by the bodhisattvas.

Only in this context does the "Dharma boat" Guanyin provides become significant.

Surely the fact that the boat consists of her magic gourd and the nine skulls from Tripitaka's 

earlier existences Sha Monk has kept with him constitutes an important clue to Sha Monk's 

symbolism. In other words, the function Sha Monk performs has to be defined in connection

21

Cf. Li Mingquan, 1990:52.

281

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



with Tripitaka. But how do we know these skulls truly belong to Tripitaka? In chapter 8 of 

Shihua, the Spirit of Deep Sand Sha Monk's prototype, confesses to Tripitaka:

"Hanging from my neck is Master. I have twice eaten you. These are the bones in the bag"

(Yang Jialuo 165:16). He likewise confesses in 

Act 11 of the Yuan play to have cannibalized the monk nine times before: "There is a monk 

who has vowed to seek scriptures from the West. But how can you cross this sandy river of 

mine! That bloke has been a monk in nine previous existences, and nine times I have eaten 

him. The nine skeletons are still hanging from my neck" A,

mmm, mw&m.
(Yang Jingxian 1961:660).

I
\

In the novel, Sha Monk does not openly relate the master to the nine monks whose bones 

refuse to sink, but the fact that Tripitaka has been a monk in nine previous existences 

constitutes evidence o f such a connection. For instance, the Cadaver Demon attributes the 

merit of the monk's flesh to his unbroken faith in Buddhism: "he... has the unsullied body 

that has gone through ten existences of cultivation" ft!i... (Wu 1973:364).

Some o f the demons that follow her make the same testimony.23 In chapter 80, the author

22

Cf. Anthony Yu's translation: "he has the original body which has gone through the process o f  
self-cultivation during ten previous existences" (Yu 1977:2.19). I believe by "ten" the Cadaver means nine 
previous existences plus the present one.

But in his biography Tripitaka had practiced Buddhism for altogether nine lifetimes. According to Da 
C i'ensi Sanzangfashi zhuan a divine being appeared after Tripitaka's death, telling
Daoxuan Mm. that Tripitaka "had achieved both merit and wisdom during his nine lifetimes" 
i M i k  (Huili T.2053:277).

23

Cf. Wu 1973:445, 701, 1007, 1030 and 1086.
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explains why Monkey cries out "Marvelous" at the "hallowed clouds and auspicious mists" 

that shroud the master: "He was giving praise to the T'ang monk, the 

incarnation o f the Elder Gold Cicada, a good man who has practiced austerities for ten 

incarnations" + t M f l W > U Y u  1977:4.74 and

Wu 1973:1101-02).

Surely Tripitaka's ten-fold reincarnation connotes only spiritual atrophy in the context of 

Chan Buddhism's belief in complete and instantaneous enlightenment, but it may also 

represent his unbroken faith. We have reiterated how the monk’s capture by the demons 

symbolizes his possession by spiritual pollution. By the same token, his having been 

cannibalized is a metaphor that represents his reincarnation owing to his inability to achieve
iI

enlightenment during one lifetime. The reason for his most recent reincamation-he slighted 

the Buddha's teaching-is a good example. But then he keeps trying life after life. To put it 

differently, he has kept his faith alive despite repeated setbacks. In the context of Tianru's 

remarks, we clearly see a connection between the bones that refuse to sink and the undying 

faith Tripitaka has exhibited in these existences. The bones may be regarded as an emblem 

of Buddhist faith that alone proves potentially effective against the "rock of karma." But 

then it is not exactly the bones, but Sha Monk, the guardian of them, that embodies the 

master’s undying faith. By keeping the bones together, Sha Monk becomes Tripitaka’s 

religious faith personified, for he is identified exclusively with the positive quality of 

i religious persistence.

Sha Monk's symbolism can be further confirmed in the context o f the elixir which forms 

the backdrop for the Buddhist journey. Repeatedly the author calls him "yellow hag." For
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instance. Monkey creates a diversion in chapter 53 by engaging the presumptuous True 

Immortal Compliant in combat. Sha Monk takes advantage of the situation and steals the 

only water that can abort the false baby conceived by the master and the pig. The author 

celebrates the incident by entitling the chapter "Yellow Hag brings water to dissolve the 

perverse pregnancy" (Yu 1977:3:35 and Wu 1973:734). What then is the

function the "yellow hag" performs? According to Qiaoyao ge zhijie ®  (A Direct

Exegesis of the Clapper Song), "she is called 'yellow hag' from the perspective of mixing 

[yin and yang], 'true will' from that of practice... and 'true faith' from that of persistence" llX

(MinZhiting 1994:852). In 

other words, as the "yellow hag" of the group, it is entirely up to Sha Monk to enforce faith.
iI

This is exactly the function he performs in the boat metaphor. Without exception, the 

bodhisattvas come only in response to those who have the inclination to seek rebirth in a 

Buddhist pure land. And such inclinations are often expressed in vows or prayers which 

alone determine whether or not one is entitled to rescue. We have noted how the historical 

Tripitaka made a wish before death to seek rebirth in Maitreya's Pure Land in

Tusita heaven, and how a divine being actually descended to testify to the master’s 

successful ascent (T.2053:277). A more famous example is Huiyuan (,!$;iZ£, 334-416) who 

vowed to seek rebirth in the Pure Land of Amitabha together with a hundred and 

twenty-three like-minded fellow Buddhists (Huijiao T.2059:358).24 And the prayers with 

which Guanyin is evoked may be represented by The Da beixin tuoluoni jing  JE

24

For more examples, see Wangsheng xifang jingtu ruiyingzhuan  T.2070:104-08 and
Jingtu wangsheng zhuan , T.2071:10 8 -153.
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we have mentioned earlier. Only in this context do we understand why the "Dharma 

boat" consists of the magic gourd Guanyin provides and the bones Sha Monk has kept with 

him. The "gourd"25 transforms the bones into a "Dharma boat" for it is the power of her 

vows that transforms faith into reality. Conversely the gourd cannot turn into a boat by itself 

if there are no bones, for a bodhisattva’s vows do not work if they meet with no response 

from the faithful. It is exactly for this reason that Guanyin cannot ferry the monk to the 

other shore unless the gourd and the bones work together.

But as part of the stone monkey's collective reincarnation, the function Sha Monk 

performs is linked in particular with the white horse. We have already noted the significance 

of the "horse of will" in connection with the office of "pi-ma-wen." The "horse of will" is a 

metaphor that represents the tendency of the mind to generate thought. To cut short the 

streams of consciousness constitutes accordingly the first step in the effort to purify the 

mind. Hence the novelist makes repeated emphasis on the supreme importance of constantly 

keeping a tight rein on the "horse of will." In chapter 7, for instance: "The Horse works 

with the Monkey-this means both Mind and Will/Must firmly be harnessed and not be ruled 

without" W & & & W h #  (Yu 1977:1.168 and Wu 1973:85). And again

in chapter 23: "Hold back the mean horse, don't let him go fast" JUKI (Ibid.

1977:1.444 and 1973:306). For as the poem in chapter 78 indicates, "One thought will stir 

up a demonic crew" — (Ibid. 1977:4.38 and 1973:1076). And it is not until 

the horse, along with the monkey, becomes entirely quiet that Tripitaka eventually 

transforms into a gold cicada. Hence the title of chapter 98--"Only when the ape and horse

25

According to Song Zhaolin gourds were used as "boats" in the Chinese flood myth. Moreover,
historical records inicate that they were actually used as boats in ancient times (1994:564-579).
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are tamed does he cast off his shell" (Wu 1973:1329). In this context the

cause of the stone monkey’s failure becomes rather clear: he has abandoned the position of 

"pi-ma-wen" in the symbolic sense of giving free rein to the "horse of will."

The lack o f persistence the stone monkey has demonstrated raises the issue of jingjin M 

jfi or "diligence in practice." This notion is part of the Buddhist conception o f "six boats"

/  <£}• which refers to six practices required of all bodhisattvas in order to attain buddhahood. 

They include: (1) almsgiving (2) keeping of the precepts (3) forbearance .Sifp; 

(4) diligence in practice (5) meditation I4 aE and (6) wisdom Some of the 

“boats” constitute collective enterprise. For instance, the first “boat” is represented by the 

combined effons of the pilgrims to help out the people in distress. This theme sparks the
iI

conflicts between Monkey and Manjusri’s lion in the Black Rooster Kingdom 

(chapters 37 through 39), Guanyin’s gold fish in the Ch’en Village EE (chapters 47 

through 49), the dragons of the Green Wave Lagoon W ifeM  (chapters 62 and 63) and 

Guanyin’s golden-haired wolf in the Scarlet-Purple Kingdom (chapters 68-71).

Another example is Monkey’s effort in chapter 87 to lift a  long-drawn-out severe drought 

that the Jade Emperor visits on the people of Feng-hsien district for the offense of their 

prince. Otherwise each pilgrim embodies one "boat" in Xiyou ji. As his name indicates, 

Pa-chieh is discipline or at least efforts towards it. Monkey represents "wisdom" for, with 

his superior understanding, he is Tripitaka’s religious consciousness. Apparently this is the 

point the author tries to make when he calls Monkey in chapter 69 "the lord o f the mind" 

i  (Yu 1977:3.305 and Wu 1973:948). There are references that definitively identify 

Tripitaka with "meditation." One example is found in chapter 46 where he steps forward
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r

and assures Monkey that he can sit still for three years at least when Tiger-Strength Great 

Immortal challenges the pilgrims for a contest o f meditation. Another example is

found in chapter S3 where the master becomes pregnant after drinking from the 

Child-and-Mother River. In the title o f the chapter, the author calls him "master of 

meditation" while referring to the incident: "The master of meditation, taking food, was 

demonically conceived" (Ibid. 1977:3.35 and 1973:734).26

The "six boats" they represent constitute an important principle that governs the 

relationship of the pilgrims. We have already noted in chapter 5 how lack of discipline leads 

the pilgrims astray while discussing the roc, lion and the elephant. The three demons are the 

perversions of discipline, meditation and wisdom. The three pilgrims lose out to their errant 

selves when they play into the hands of the demons, but it all originates with appetite, for the 

roc is Pa-chieh’s appetite run to an extreme. Another example is Pa-chieh's infatuation with 

the Cadaver Demon in chapter 27 that sets up a chain o f reaction involving both Tripitaka 

and Monkey. As the hog becomes hungry and lustful, the master becomes brittle and easily 

agitated and ready to banish Monkey, in the capacity o f wisdom, at the slightest provocation. 

It is in this context that we appreciate the role of "diligence" Sha monk performs. According 

to Kuiji 632-682), one of the historical Tripitaka's disciples, " '$ f means pure in 

essence and not mixed with evil; 'jfi' means advance without a letup" 

iSriPffBS:, (Qtd.in Ding Fubao 1652). Obviously "diligence" indicates an

unbroken effort to keep one's mind sharply focused on the objective in view. In the Buddhist

scriptures, the Buddha often expounds this notion through examples which show the adverse

26

I have changed Anthony Yu's translation o f  "Zen master" to "master o f  meditation." With his superior 
understanding, Monkey is the real Zen master.
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effect of relaxed effort. For instance, an aged disciple fell asleep while the Buddha was 

preaching to an enlarged audience in Zengyi Ahan jing. Instantly the Buddha predicted that 

the old monk would be reincarnated among the dragons, for his act constituted disrespect for 

the Buddha, his teachings and the audience (Daoshi T.2122:897). Here

the Buddha's remarks are rather reminiscent o f his comment on Tripitaka's reincarnation in 

Xiyou j i : "you failed to listen to my exposition of the law and slighted my great teaching" HI

(Yu 1977:4.425 and Wu 1973:1361).

As the embodiment of "diligence," the role Sha Monk plays is uniquely distinguished 

from those the other pilgrims perform. In chapter 100, the Buddha confers on him the title 

of "Golden-Bodied Arhat" I on the ground of the "merit" he has made by "leading

his (Tripitaka's] horse while climbing the mountains" (Wu 1973:1361). By

now we are quite certain that the function each pilgrim performs completes those of the 

others, for they form "one mind and a shared body" — (Wu 1973:433). Of all the 

pilgrims, why is it Sha Monk that keeps the "horse of will" on the track? I believe this is 

because he is none other than the "pi-ma-wen" in the stone monkey. That Sha Monk is the 

"yellow hag" already confirms him as the "pi-ma-wen" or the horse-breaker of the pilgrim 

group. We have remarked on several occasions that the "will" M- as in "horse of will” M M  

represents the tendency of the mind to generate thought that often comes unbidden and even 

unwelcome. By contrast Sha Monk is the "yellow hag" that represents the Taoist notion of 

"true will" MM.- It is to dramatize how "true will" replaces the false that Sha Monk is 

charged with the horse. Similarly it is a symbolic act whereby Tripitaka acquires “true will” 

that Sha Monk joins the monk in a timely fashion at the Flowing Sand River. However,
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I

"diligence" also connotes the presence o f faith. Heightened and perpetual vigilance against 

spiritual lapses requires enormous strength of conviction, and "diligence" is by definition the 

strength of conviction. Sha Monk therefore represents a key quality found wanting in the 

stone monkey who holds down the position of "pi-ma-wen" for only a short while.

Like the other pilgrims, Sha Monk originates with the monkey king as part of the 

author’s grand plan to institute a correction to the stone monkey’s mistake. It is point we 

have stressed on different occasions that the motivation of the pilgrimage is for the pilgrims 

to fulfill the potential buddha-nature the stone monkey chose to ignore. The claims about 

Tripitaka having been the Buddha's "second disciple" may allude to his predecessor’s failed 

mission, but it certainly highlights a special link Tripitaka has with the Buddha. According
II

to Buddhism, everyone is a potential buddha, for everyone possesses the buddha-nature. In 

this sense "disciple" may be regarded as a reference to the unrealized status as contrasted to 

the fully realized status of buddhahood, rather than an actual mentor-disciple relationship. It 

is exactly in the sense that they experience full revelation of the buddha-nature that the 

pilgrims eventually become buddhas themselves. To put it differently, Tripitaka represents 

the spiritual potential unfulfilled. Monkey also forms a striking contrast to his predecessor: 

he wakes Tripitaka to emptiness in fulfillment of his own name. Similarly the sexual 

transgression the hog committed during his earlier existence relates him to the stone 

monkey’s failure to abide by discipline. As a pilgrim, Pa-chieh embodies discipline by 

constantly departing from it, for he is potential discipline that is only beginning to be 

fulfilled. It is in this sense of making a  symbolic correction that Sha Monk enforces faith 

and diligence.
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In fact, the guilt he committed over breaking a cup is a metaphor that represents the 

monkey king’s lack of sustained faith. It is probably not fair to say that the stone monkey 

totally lacked faith. He had dutifully kept the "horses of will" in rein. The point is that the 

faith he demonstrated was not strong enough to sustain his good work. As a man of small 

faith, he showed a total lack o f "diligence" or the strength of conviction that would have kept 

him in his office. He abandoned the position in a symbolic gesture whereby his faith and 

diligence failed him. The mystery surrounding Sha Monk's reincarnation may only be 

resolved in this context.

In chapter 8, Sha Monk explains to Guanyin why he was banished from heaven:

"Because I carelessly broke a crystal cup at one of the Festivals of Immortal Peaches, the 

Jade Emperor gave me eight hundred lashes, banished me to the Region Below" (Yu 

1977:1.189). Now to have broken a cup is no sin, certainly not something that deserves 

reincarnation, even in the fictional world o f Xiyou jr, but to remiss in the spiritual realm 

does. There is indeed evidence that points to the spiritual nature of Sha Monk's 

transgression, if we think of it in the context of the stone monkey. The stone monkey fell 

exactly because he had been "careless." In chapter 7, he carelessly treated the Buddha's 

warning with disregard after he escaped from Laozi's brazier of eight trigrams.

Consequently the Buddha banished him from heaven. Tripitaka, too, had been cast into the 

mundane world for being "careless" while listening to the Buddha's sermon. If we see Sha 

Monk as part of this enlarged picture, the breaking of a cup ties in with the spiritual atrophy 

that had affected both the stone monkey and the master in his earlier existence. The Jade 

Emperor could not otherwise justify his cruelty towards the celestial general. Seen in this
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context, Sha Monk is as much the stone monkey reincarnate as Tripitaka, Pa-chieh and the 

white horse. The fact that he is in charge of the horse distinguishes him as none other than 

the "pi-ma-wen" in the stone monkey. He is now resurrected to redress the wrong he did the 

stone monkey by deserting his office during the iatter’s heavenly days.

Does Sha Monk actually have an impact on the journey? The impact Monkey exerts on 

the joumey is highly visible: he comes to Tripitaka's rescue each time the master is 

possessed by a demon. So is the impact Pa-chieh has on the joumey: he gets the entire team 

in trouble whenever he feels hungry and lustful. By contrast Sha Monk remains silent most 

of the time. But he does perform his duties. The stone monkey met with disastrous 

consequences because he did not make an effort to realize his buddha-nature, a built-in 

mechanism that could have kept his mind from running amok. The objective of the joumey 

is to activate the mechanism. The fact that Sha Monk provides guidance to the "horse of 

will" contributes ultimately to the completion of that objective. But the author does not 

leave it at that; the “true will” metaphor is further substantiated by the st-ength of conviction 

the other pilgrims also display.

For instance, Tripitaka's faith always triumphs after his initial setback in the hands o f the 

demons. We have demonstrated how Tripitaka's kidnapping is a metaphor that represents 

his possession by the wandering thoughts o f an active mind. He "awakes to emptiness" 

when Monkey comes to his rescue. But the significance of a small detail we must stress here 

is that Tripitaka often expresses his unwavering faith by evoking Monkey after he falls into 

the trap of a demon.
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For instance, he wills Monkey and Pa-chieh to come to his rescue in the Yellow Wind 

Cave in chapter 20: "If you can come here quickly, you may be able to save my life.

But if you tarry, I shall never survive" (Yu 1977:1.408). In chapter 49, the thought o f 

seeking the scriptures does not desert him even when the gold fish imprisons him in the 

narrow confines of a stone coffin; he mentally summons Monkey: "I know not if my pupils 

can come here,/Or if with true scriptures I can go home" (Ibid. 1:388). In chapter 82, 

Tripitaka is kidnapped by a rodent spirit. The master asks Monkey to rescue him with a vow 

that expresses his steely determination to seek scriptures from the Buddha: "If I lose my true 

yang, let me fall upon the Wheel of Transmigration and be banished to the rear of the 

Mountain of Darkness! Let me never find release!" (Ibid. 4:110).

Now the other pilgrims exhibit similarly unwavering faith at times of crisis. For 

instance, the strength of conviction Monkey demonstrates in the episode of the Yellow Robe 

forms a striking contrast to the small faith o f "pi-ma-wen." In chapter 27, no sooner has 

Tripitaka dismissed Monkey, overwhelmed by the power of Pa-chieh's fleshly instincts, than 

he falls into the trap set by the Yellow Robe. Fresh from his defeat, Pa-chieh is forced to 

seek help from Monkey after the Yellow Robe transforms the master into a tiger. With the 

belief that Monkey harbors a grudge against the monk, the hog would not dare reveal the 

truth about the master's capture; he tries to coax his brother with the lie that the master is 

missing the banished disciple. But Monkey knows better, and becomes extremely worried 

about Tripitaka. His strength of conviction is shown to the full when he urges Pa-chieh: 

"Why are you still trying to dupe me? Though old Monkey's body has returned to the
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Water-Curtain Cave, his heart follows the scripture monk"

7kri?j|fil, (Yu 19772:82 and Wu 1973:418).

Another incident also testifies to Monkey's unwavering faith. In chapter 31, he decides, 

to the pig’s amazement, to clean up his body in the ocean on his way to his master's rescue. 

Monkey explains to him: "You have no idea that the few days since I went back there have 

caused me to pick up some monster odor. Master loves cleanliness, and I fear that he might 

be disgusted with me" (Yu 1977:2.85). The novelist's remarks that follow are highly 

suggestive: "Only then does Pa-chieh begin to realize that Monkey has a true mind, and 

harbors no ulterior motives" (Wu 1973:420).

The strength of conviction he displays in these examples is obviously found wanting in his 

predecessor.

Conviction is also the motivation of the white horse when he tries to single-handedly 

save the pilgrimage in this particular episode. Now the fact that the Buddha credits Sha 

Monk for having led the horse lends itself to a symbolic reading. As we have noted, the 

collective reincarnation the pilgrims underwent may be attributed to the fact that the monkey 

king had left the "horse of will" to its own devices. However, the "horse of will" can be 

turned into a driving force when the mind keeps it focused on the objective. In this latter 

capacity, the "horse of will" may be conceived of as the "right thought," one of the "eight 

right paths" the Buddha has preached. The fact that the dragon horse actually saves the 

pilgrimage is obviously intended as a metaphor that represents such a transformation. In 

chapter 30, the dragon horse decides to take action to rescue the master when word comes 

that Tripitaka is a tiger: "If I don't try to rescue the T'ang monk now, this merit will be
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I

undone. Finished" (Yu 1977:2.71). The only thought he has on his mind, and obviously 

the" right thought," is the pilgrimage at a time when all hopes seem to have lost: Monkey is 

long gone, and Pa-chieh and Sha Monk have presumably met defeat in their attempt to 

subdue the demon. But it turns out that he is no match for the Yellow Robe. Under these 

grim circumstances, he persuades a reluctant pig to seek help from Monkey. That the white 

horse becomes the "right thought" might have a lot to do with Sha Monk himself whom 

Pa-chieh virtually hands over to the demon when he selfishly flees the battlefield. Sha Monk 

exemplifies faith in particular when the Yellow Robe asks him to betray the kidnapped 

princess. He decides to protect the princess at all risks.

In a symbolic sense, these situations the pilgrims face are comparable to that the stone 

monkey faced while holding the office of "pi-ma-wen." Ambition easily triumphed over 

faith when he abandoned his office. The frequency with which Tripitaka falls into demonic 

traps indicates that fleshly instincts are as likely to triumph over faith on the joumey. But 

never once do the kidnappers completely walk over the pilgrims; the pilgrims thwart their 

demonic designs with a show of faith while their predecessor instantly yielded without even 

the resemblance of a fight.

Sha Monk who leads the "horse of will" should be regarded as the controlling symbol 

from which the strength of conviction the other pilgrims display derive significance. Surely 

Monkey's rescue efforts signal the triumph of wisdom, in the symbolic sense that the 

pilgrims awaken to the delusions or the empty nature of the fleshly desires. But, more 

importantly, they signal "diligence" at work. There is no wisdom if faith fails and the "horse

1
i
I
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of will" runs wild. Sha Monk turns the "horse o f will" into the right aspiration-7 by keeping 

it focused upon buddhahood, the objective the pilgrims set out to achieve. This creates the 

necessary conditions for meditation. In turn meditation conduces to wisdom. The fact that 

Monkey often appears when Tripitaka summons him is perhaps a metaphor that represents 

his dependence upon the master’s meditative power. Surely it is for this positive chain of 

reactions his presence starts that the Buddha commends Sha Monk in chapter 100.

27

"Right thought" may still be a thought, but it projects all spiritual energy towards liberation by keeping all 
other thoughts at bay. For this reason E. A. Burtt translates the term into "right aspiration" (1982:28).
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CHAPTER 9

DEMONOLOGY: MONKEY VS. THE DEMONS 

In the preceding discussion, we have treated extensively the demons in connection with 

Tripitaka and Pa-chieh. But the stone monkey is the ultimate controlling symbol from 

whom the demons, like the pilgrims, derive purpose and significance. We have to study the 

demons in relation to him if we hope to define a theory of demonology in Xiyou j i  at all. In 

this chapter, I hope to suggest that the stone monkey gives meaning to two basic groups of 

demons. One group represents the varied manifestations of Tripitaka's mind, and of the six 

senses that generate the pollution of the min, but these demons may all be said to originate 

directly in the monkey king, for Tripitaka's mind that generates them carries the very imprint
i!

of the human mind responsible for the stone monkey’s reincarnation. Generally speaking, 

these demons are cast in the Taoist rebel’s own image as a graphic and ingenious 

embodiment o f Huineng's conception of "ten evils and eight deviations" that stand between 

the practitioner and Western Paradise. The sheer wicked obstinacy of their animalistic, and 

often cannibalistic, instincts coalesces into an anti-heroic characterization of the Taoist rebel 

out of whom the author makes an example as the accomplished elixir without the benefit of 

the realized buddha-nature. These demons-they constitute the basic demonology o f Xiyou 

y/~reinforce subliminally the primary contest for authority-the human mind vs. 

buddha-nature-over the "transformed body." Accordingly they can only be understood in 

the context of what happens in the first seven chapters.

The second battery does not exactly fit the basic definition of the first group in that they 

are not directly descended from the monkey king. But they constitute exceptions that prove
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the same rule. They represent affiliation with practices the stone monkey rejects in chapter 1 

in favor of the gold elixir. Taken together, the two groups of demons reassert the primacy of 

Subhuti's Taoist vision: those in the second prove through their negative examples the 

supreme importance of the elixir while those in the first testify to the supreme importance of 

the buddha-nature. But a theory of demonology is still not possible unless we first define the 

conception of Chinese demonology according to which Tripitaka’s fierce adversaries are 

characterized. It is my conclusion that the demons provide further examples of how the 

author skillfully manipulated his literary, religious and mythological sources to body forth a 

religious vision.

I. THE SPIRITS OF OLD CREATURES, THE MARAS 
AND THE CHINESE MYTHOLOGY OF EVIL

The demonology in Xiyou j i  is more complex than it first appears: the demons mostly 

represent the negative thrust in the stone monkey's characterization as the authentic Taoist. 

but as demons per se they are closely related not only to the Taoist elixir theory, but also to 

the traditional Chinese conception of demons that fall under the rubric of yaoguai or

the "deviant and strange"~any creature that deviates from the norm so that it becomes 

abnormal. In Soushen j i  (Records in Search of Spirits), Gan Bao 317-22)

explains how such deviation occurs: "The deviant and strange are the spiritual forces 

clinging to creatures. As these forces stir within, the creatures change without. This is the 

effect whereby the body conforms to the spirit, form to substance, and the outward to the 

inward"

(Wang Shaoying 1979:67). It should be noted here that the phrase "record of the strange" £
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f-£ may now refer only to a literary genre, but to Gan Bao and his contemporaries, what they 

recorded had the strength of religious belief, for it was grounded, they thought, upon the 

validity of fact. Hence Gao Bao’s avowed intent in his "Xu" I f  (Preface) that he wrote the 

book in order to "make clear that the way of the spirits is not unfounded"

(Ibid. ii).

For Gan Bao, deviation occurs as a direct result of conformity-the subjection of the 

physical to the spiritual. But where do these "spiritual forces" come from, the spirits that 

effect metamorphosis? In Lunhertg ifefff (Critical Essays), Wang Chong (£ ':£ , c. 27-97) 

attributed them to the magical effect of old age: "Spirits are the essences of old creatures. 

The essences assume human forms as the creatures become old" l& ff, til-
~J)j K  (Huang Hui 1990:934-35).' Chapter 9 of Shou lengyan jing  probably reflects 

this Chinese belief when it describes how "the spirits of heaven, earth, power, mountain, sea, 

wind, river, soil, and those of the trees and grass that have endured numerous years, age to 

become demons to molest the practitioner" X .  ife. X~Jh Lil$f. MM,

± $ ,  IffifLJi K (T.945:150). Surely this belief-that

spiritual potency, like wine, achieves maturity only with age-may justifiably serve as the 

basis on which to analyze the characterization of the "deviant and strange" in general. For 

instance, according to Xuanzhongji, "A fifty-year old fox can become a woman; a 

hundred-year old becomes a beautiful woman as well as a shaman with miraculous powers... 

while a thousand-year old can communicate with heaven, and achieve the status of heavenly

i
For reference, see Alfred Forke, trans., Lun-Heng, 1962:241. According to Qian Zhongshu, the term " 

does not necessarily refer to the ghost o f  a dead person in the early writings. It can mean spirits, demons and 
even divine beings (1979:4.1334-35 and 1422-23).
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fox" m - p k , (uxun
1973:492).2 This notion-that aging induces spiritual potency-has obviously been woven 

into the fabric of Xiyou jr. its demons are invariably long-lived creatures, and can assume 

any human form.

Ge Hong testified to the same belief, but he took it a step closer to the notion of demons 

familiar to us in Xiyou ji: he associated the demons with the unique religious experience of 

the Taoist. In Baopuzi f& l'hi’’* (The Book of the Master Who Embraces Simplicity), he 

expresses his belief that "The spirits of everything old are all capable of assuming human 

form for the purpose of confusing human vision and constantly putting human beings to the 

test. It is only when they are reflected in a mirror that they are unable to change their true

forms" zmzztr, nm  wiesKAi, wmk,
(1977:46.37793).3 He also reveaed the secret as to how to identify them: "If you 

should see an alien [from west o f China] at night in the mountains, it must be the spirit of 

either bronze or iron; if you should see a Chinese, it is the spirit of a hundred-year-old tree... 

if someone calls himself a supervisor in the mountains on the day ofym, this has to be a 

tiger... They will not be able to harm you only if you know the names of these creatures" ill

ffiiixff, ifl&m mn, M'Mb ws im.. mn
(Ibid. 46:37796).4

This particular reference--that the older the fox the greater its spiritual power-provides the basis for 
Pingyao zhuan , a novel that predates Xiyou ji. Cf. R. H. Van Gulik, 1961:210-211.

The “imp-reflecting mirror” fflhftefc in chapters 6 and 58 is obviously derived from the Taoist belief Ge 
Hong recorded here that demons are afraid of mirrors. Cf. R. James Ware’s translation, 1966:281.

4

The same belief found its way into Zhi Yi’s Xiuxi zhiguan zuochan fayao  “The beasts
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Surely part o f the author’s genius lies in his astute perception of a profound potential for 

dramatic conflict that already inheres in such and similar references to old spirits who would 

put the practitioner to the test. No doubt, this conception o f the tiger is the basis for 

Tripitaka's encounter with a General Yin a tiger spirit in chapter 13 of Xiyou j i .5

Likewise the Bull Demon King who has lived "for over a thousand years" (Yu

1977:1.267), is apparently the spirit o f an old bull who puts the pilgrims to the test. In 

chapter 64, the spirits o f trees who wax poetic and romantic after kidnapping Tripitaka are 

also among the more salient examples of this belief. As a matter of fact, all the demons that 

try to lay hands on Tripitaka belong comfortably in this category of old creatures turned 

demons.6 Ge Hong’s remarks perhaps may also explain why Monkey often has to identity
II

the origins of a demon before he can put it away: he has to know the name of a creature in 

order to render it harmless.

The notion Ge Hong espouses-that the old spirits turned demonic testers dwell in 

mountains--is echoed by this passage from Lingbao wuliang duren shangjing dafa 

®  "The deviant-maras often dwell in mountains and forests. While in deep

meditation, one false thought will often attract foxes, mountain and rock spirits, and other

o f the twelve hours assume various forms... Whomever appears at the hour o f  yin  must be animals such as 
tigers... and whomever appears at the hour o f  chou has to be animals such as bulls (*!.•••

(T. 1915:470). Cf. R. James Ware’s translation, 
1966:289. The beasts o f  the twelve hours as we see it today perhaps were first found in Wang Chong’s 
Lunheng (Huang Hui 1990:150 and 994; Alfred Forke 1962:105-106 and 398). Cf. also Alfred Forke, 
Appendix 2, 1962:479-489. It should be noted that they are also found in Dafangdeng dajijing  
(Dharmaksema T.397:167-68) as evidence that Chinese culture had a tremendous impact on Buddhist works. 
Cf. RenJiyu, 1988:158.

i

5

Cf. "Xi Taishan wen" |#b!ciil>C by Monk Baolin # ] £ # :  "Those who style themselves as "generals" must 
be bears, tigers, and leopards" g  f f ,  (Qtd. in Qian Zhongshu 1979:4.1335).

6

Cf. Qian Zhongshu, 1979:1.288.
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demons. Worried that the practitioner might realize the Tao, they assume the forms of 

beautiful women in search of food and lodgings, or they will dance and wax poetic"

mmz. HM&m, © km, mm,
(Tianzhen huangren 1977:6.4203). It is difficult to tell whether 

he is merely being playful, but Shi Jianwu evokes this motif in his poem entitled "Su Nanyi 

shangren shanfang" f |f j§ —_h (An Overnight Stay at Master Nanyi's Mountain 

House): "Windows open: a flooding of moonshine/Mind quiet in meditation, whether 

sitting or lying./The green ghost comes to test me/Playing with the lamp shadows late in the 

night" ffKFlUi K ,  (1990:1247). The demonology

in Xiyou j i , which advertises the demons as mountain- or forest-dwellers, is obviously 

designed to show fidelity to the same notion. In chapter 27, a proverb is enlisted to attest to 

this belief: "A tall mountain will always have monsters;/A rugged peak will always produce 

fiends" (Yu 1977:2.19 and Wu 1973:364). The same idea is

repeated by Tripitaka in chapter 80: "I fear that such a treacherous region will breed some 

fiends, or that monster-spirits will emerge from the depth of the mountain" 1̂1 Fil

(Ibid. 1977:4.70 and 1973:1099) and again by Monkey in chapter 

81: "A tall mountain will always have fiends./Could rugged peaks be without spirits" lllrii 

{Ibid. 1977:4.104 and 1973:1124).

However, the notion o f demons in this particular Taoist scripture has been further 

complicated by the introduction of the Buddhist theme of maras [•§. Ge Hong had already 

established the link between the tested-Taoist practitioner-and the tester-the spirits of old 

creatures. In this scripture, the test the practitioner is subjected to takes place in the realm of
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r

his spiritual quality: the demons appear only in response to his spiritual pollution. The 

"deviant and strange"~spirits of old creatures-have now acquired the stature of maras, and 

are referred to as such. But we need to distinguish between two basic types of maras 

imitated here. One is Mara deva AJiS--the supreme ruler of the desire realm 'ffcfr which 

consists o f the five lower paths of sentient beings plus the six heavens o f desire. Before 

Sakyamuni realized his buddha-nature, it was this Mara deva-Marapapiyas by name bilk 's] 

--that tried to head him off with an army including his sons and beautiful daughters.7 In the 

above scripture, the spirits of old creatures are not only called maras, but they share Mara 

deva's intentions-to obstruct the path to realization.

In Xiyou ji, the same motif is even more pronounced. In chapter 2, Subhuti warns 

Monkey: "What you have learned is no ordinary magic: you have stolen the creative powers 

of Heaven and Earth and invaded the dark mysteries of the sun and moon. Your success in 

mixing the elixir is something that the gods and the demons cannot countenance" jit 

£ ig :  t f t  (Yu 1977:1.89and Wu

1979:21). In chapter 66, Maitreya 5/F$sfj$f» explains to Monkey to the same effect why one of 

his attendants-the self-styled Old Buddha of Yellow Brows-has escaped from him: "It is 

my negligence in the first place, but it is also because you and your master have yet to pass 

through all your mara hindrances. That is why a hundred deities must descend to earth to 

inflict upon you your fated ordeals" —

(Ibid. 1977:3.266 and 1973:917). Here the parallels between 

Mara deva and the demons are very obvious. While the demons all dwell in the mountains

7

Cf. Baochang, T. 53:2121.17 and Daoshi, T.53:2122.369.

R e p ro d u c e d  with p erm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r the r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



and forests, many of them "descend" from the Taoist and Buddhist paradises, as did Mara 

deva from his celestial palace, to obstruct the pilgrims' path towards enlightenment. What 

we witness in the remarks by Subhuti and Maitreya is the inclusion of a demonic motif from 

the folk belief in the spiritual potency of the spirits o f old creatures and the early Taoist 

belief that false thoughts attract such spirits into the belief that they are mara devas-maras 

from heaven.

The other type o f mara is maras that symbolize the bodily and mental conditions that 

constitute obstruction to enlightenment. As contrasted to Mara deva, Nagatjuna lists three 

forms of maras that belong in this category: (1) Mara o f mental defilements Ml®US-mental 

conditions such as greed , hatred PR and ignorance that generate karma; (2) Mara of the 

five skandhas S M J iS - f o r m  &, sensation -£*, perception volition I f  and consciousness 

iR  that constitute human existence (samsara) and (3) Mara of death ^EIjS.8 In the above 

Taoist scripture, the stress on the "false thought" is the clue: one false thought invites 

demons because demons are false thoughts. This type o f mental mara is further classified 

under ten categories in Zhong Lii chuandao ji: maras o f wealth suffering 

sages war TJR-JjI, bliss high office the six robbers the six

passions J?g, family attachment JUJUM, and female beauty This aspect of the

mara symbolism constitutes the essence of the demonology in Xiyou ji. For instance, the

Cf. Nagarjuna, T. 1509:99, and James W. Boyd, Satan and Mara: Christian and Buddhist Symbols o f  Evil 
(Leiden: E.J.Brill, 1975): 100-128.

9

Shi Jianwu, 1988:48. Cf. Qiu Chuji fnfthf/l, Dadanzhizhi f lT j-ltfa , 1988:132-34.
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title of chapter 72 indicates the symbolic nature of the seven spiders 10 turned maras~"At 

Cobweb Cave the seven passions delude the Origin" (Yu 1977:3.358 and

Wu 1973:989). This is to say that Tripitaka has fallen under the sway of fear Iff, anger & , 

love hatred fH, greed sorrow and delight %  when he is kidnapped by the seven 

spiders.

II THE DEMONS AS THE STONE MONKEY 

Now the dual nature of the demonology-as maras and the "deviant and strange" 

combined-does much to help convey the author’s religious tenor. As spirits o f old 

creatures, they are naturally mountain and forest dwellers. This status makes them perfect 

and legitimate for their role as attackers upon the pilgrims who negotiate formidable terrain.
If

From the perspective of literary creation, the conflicts thus engendered make good stories. 

But they are spirits that double as maras. This symbolic dimension is attested in particular 

by those demons who externalize the stone monkey's human mind, adding a deeper, and 

Jekyll-vs.-Hyde quality to the demonology in Xiyou ji. Roughly speaking, the 

Monkey-based demons cluster around three major characters-Laozi’s dark bull in chapters 

50 through 52, the six-eared macaque in chapters 57 and 58 and the Bull Demon King in 

chapters 59 through 61. As kings and queens of mountains and forests, these demons may 

all display a majesty of their own, but as the manifestations of spiritual pollution, they arouse 

expectations of affinity with the stone monkey in one way or another. For, as we have

, indicated, the pilgrims encounter them merely to correct the mistakes they made in the

10
In Yiyuan the spirit o f a huge spider, in the form o f a beautiful housemaid, has enticed Yin Liang S  

ff! into a sexual relationship (Liu Jingshu 1964:8.5a). The stress o f  the episode in Xiyou j i  is more on the 
cobweb-the seven passions are just like the sticky threads that snare--but it might have something to do with 
this story.
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previous existence. In other words, the deviant stone monkey is a superb controlling symbol 

against whom all other demons may be measured and labeled. And the symbolism of the 

demons is strictly determined by the nature o f his offense.

The conflict o f Monkey vs. the Bull Demon King is part o f the central metaphor o f the 

Mountain o f Flames which should also include the conflicts o f Monkey vs. the Red Boy in 

chapters 40 through 43 and Monkey vs. True Immortal Compliant in chapter 53. As father 

of the Red Boy and brother to True Immortal Compliant, the Bull Demon King is evidently 

the stone monkey’s replication: he is also capable of seventy-two types of transformation, 

and his martial skill is about the same (Yu 1977:3.168). Apart from the magical exploits 

comparable to those of the monkey king, the terms set up in the novel stress unmistakably a 

more important thematic connection between the two. In chapter 60, Monkey takes for 

granted that "this fire of the mountain was set by the Bull Demon King," but the local spirit 

reminds him that "There was no such mountain in this place originally," and the fire 

was set by the stone monkey when he escaped from Laozi’s brazier o f eight trigrams: "You 

jumped out, kicking over the elixir oven in the process, and a few bricks still on fire dropped 

down to this spot. They were transformed into the Mountain o f Flames" {Ibid. 3.151).

It is obviously in the sense that the pilgrims have to undo what their predecessor has 

done that they confront the Mountain of Flames. Similarly, it is to confirm a direct link 

between Monkey and the stone monkey in terms of their symbolism that the spirit addresses 

Monkey as "you," as if he were the stone monkey himself. But to associate the Monkeys 

with fire coheres consistently with the quintessence of their basic metaphor as "monkey of 

the mind." For in the Buddhist writings, fire is often invoked as a symbol for the restless
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mind, motivated by endless agendas vying to be fulfilled. For instance, Buddhist writings 

specifically relate fire to desire, the most basic function of the human mind, as in Seng You's 

(fiB flu 445-518) Shijia pu  (A Chronology of the Sakya Family): "Know then that

the whole world is burning with the fierce fire of greed, hatred, and ignorance"

I'j'i#, (T.50:2040.45). In Daban niepan jing, the Buddha

compares the mind to a ravaging blaze, stressing the tremendous difficulty that confronts the 

practitioner: "This mind is difficult to tame, like a great gathering fire with a brightness that 

endures" (T.374:454). Similarly, desire is likened to

fire in Weimoji suoshuo jing , but the stress is on the merit of taming it: "The lotus flowers 

grow out of fire--this is indeed rare/To practice meditation in the realm of desire-this is as 

rare" (T. 475:550). In this context, the

shadow of Devadatta again looms large in the stone monkey's image as an arsonist in the 

Taoist heaven. As Seng You indicates. "Devadatta" means "hot sky" for, when he was 

bom, the celestials were all alarmed at experiencing sudden heat waves in their hearts--bad 

omens for Devadatta's insatiable mind that was to cause his descent to hell (T.50:2040.58).

The Mountain of Flames then is plainly a symbol for the stone monkey's deviation, not 

only because it originates with his rebellion, but also because it stands for the ferocity of his 

desire which has enslaved, and seriously compromised, his cosmic body to his own great 

chagrin. In this context, it is significant that the pilgrims all feel "a stifling heat"

(Yu 1977:3.134 and Wu 1973:815)--although it is already late autumn-as they approach the 

Mountain of Flames in chapter 59. Clearly the symbolic implications of the scene link the 

pilgrims as a whole to their predecessor. Tripitaka finds himself in exactly the same
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situation as did his predecessor when he feels an acute and genuine need to be relieved from 

the heat his mind radiates in its refusal to be tamed. But the author allows him the 

experience with intent to show how the monk can now fall back on Monkey to make a 

difference. This explains why he keeps pressing Monkey for the fan to "relieve my distress" 

(Ibid. 1977:3.170 and 1973:844). Considering how Monkey is the religion he 

practices, we can certainly understand the monk's request as a symbolic gesture whereby he 

strives to "wake to vacuity."

What, then, is the Bull Demon King? Undoubtedly he represents obstruction: he bars 

the pilgrims from going west. But more significant is the way he does it: he guards the fires 

on the Mountain o f Flames, refusing to allow Monkey access to Raksasi's palm-leaf fan EL 

tf’-fijij, the one tool that can relieve Tripitaka from the heat as a symbolic gesture of restoring 

him to spiritual purity. In so doing, he is trying to keep the pilgrims' checkered past alive. It 

is thus as something of a symbol for the demonic side of the stone monkey that the bull 

becomes meaningful. Hence Monkey's claim that the "Bull King was in fact from Mind 

Monkey changed" ^ 3 L ’$fk<L'$t7!£.(Ibid. 1977:3.174 and 1973:847).

The symbolic function the bull performs is also manifest in the episode of the Red Boy, 

the self-styled "Great King Holy Child who turns out to be Sudhana--the Boy of

Goodly Wealth an exemplar pilgrim in Huayan jing. It is probably no accident

that he takes Monkey for his father in chapter 42, to the latter's genuine delight: "The fiend 

called me Father King, and I answered him; he kowtowed to me, and I accepted it. It was a 

pleasure indeed!" f f e n i (Ibid. 1977:2.270 

and 1973:583). Certainly he is Monkey's veritable next of kin, since he is related to the Bull
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Demon King, the arsonist metamorphosed. As a matter of fact, the Red Boy originates in the 

fire the stone monkey has set at the Mountain of Flames: "he perfected the true fire of 

Samadhi," the mountain gods and local spirits inform Monkey, "after he had practiced 

self-cultivation at the Blazing Flame Mountain for three hundred years" fife ill AIMt

f t # * "  (Ibid. 1977:2.244 and 1973:560).

What is the "true fire of samadhi?" According to Nagaijuna, "The virtuous mind dwells 

in one place and would not budge--this is called samadhi" H>l l— (Qtd.  

in Ren Jiyu 1981:709). Such deep meditation is believed to be able to generate fire as well 

as other types of miracles. For instance, Qisong (M fti, 1007-1072) notes in Chuanfa 

zhengzongji (True Lineage in the Transmission of the Dharma) that when the
II _^

Buddha entered nirvana, he "generated a blazing fire of samadhi to bum himself up" VXzzJfc 

M S  $  (T.51:2078.718). According to Za Ahan jing , the Buddha was missed by

his disciples when he was paying a visit to his mother in heaven who had deceased seven 

days after his birth, with intent to explain to her the vision of the basic human existence he

had realized. Upon request from his fellow disciples, Maudgalyayana ascended to

the upper realms o f the celestials by "entering samadhi" to hasten the Buddha's return to the 

world below (T.2:99.151, Sutra 506). In the same sutra, Mahaka enters samadhi

first to generate a fine rain and a cool breeze to alleviate the stifling weather, and then to 

generate a blazing fire (T.2:99.134, Sutra 571).

Now with his "fire of samadhi," where does the Red Boy stand with regard to the stone 

monkey? The fact that he acquires it from the Mountain of Flames makes it quite clear that 

he is the symbol for the monkey king’s own "fire of samadhi." In chapter 7, Laozi has noted
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Monkey's "fire of samadhi" when he explains to the Jade Emperor why the Taoist rebel 

cannot be put to death: "That monkey ate the immortal peaches and drank the imperial wine. 

Moreover, he stole the divine elixir and ate five gourds of it, both raw and cooked. All this 

was probably refined in his stomach by the Samadhi fire to form a single solid mass. The 

union with his constitution gave him a diamond body" 4t$li, tfcTflPM , X i& T fill

ttfwnSEttfi, isfflHn**, M-tfc, mxnrrmzu
(Yu 1977:1.166-67 and Wu 1973:82). The relationship of this fire demon to the Taoist rebel 

can be further supported by his name. He is called "Red Boy," a title that he further 

substantiates when he assumes the form of a boy in chapter 40 as a decoy to elicit sympathy 

from Tripitaka. Moreover, the title of chapter 40 names him a child H-JL (Ibid. 1977:2.230
iI

and 1973:549). But as I mentioned above, we first hear such references-to "boy" or 

"child"-in chapter 1 when Subhuti named the stone monkey "Sun” in accordance with 

the ’‘Doctrine o f the Baby." The significance o f this Taoist part o f his disciple’s name was 

immediately realized when he successfully nurtured the elixir-the baby.

Monkey's combat with the Red Boy takes on a special significance now that it turns out 

to revolve around one of the most profound metaphors in the novel. The title of "Holy 

Baby"-so styled because he is the elixir-baby the monkey king cultivated-contains the 

quintessence of the Taoist vision Monkey embodies. As part o f the Mountain of Flames 

metaphor, the Red Boy, like his father, is a symbol for the cosmic body that has gone astray 

as it falls prey to the human mind, short of the realization o f the buddha-nature embodied by 

Monkey's religious given name. It is exactly in this sense that the pilgrims are now facing 

the same situation that the monkey king did in the first seven chapters when they meet with
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the Red Boy. Whether or not they can triumph over the Red Boy as the monkey king did not 

may mean life and death. The key to the Red Boy's defeat is to quench the ravaging fire that 

apparently has its roots back during the stone monkey's deceptively innocent days in the 

Water-Curtain Cave.

The appearance of Guanyin introduces two Buddhist motifs of deliverance into the 

picture, both related to Monkey's efforts to seek the realization of Tripitaka's buddha-nature. 

One is that of the boat. In chapter 42, the bodhisattva orders Monkey onto a lotus flower 

petal, and sends it across to the other side with a puff of her breath in a symbolic gesture 

whereby she delivers Monkey from the bitter sea. But the motif of Sudhana is more closely 

relevant to Monkey's battle in hand. In Huayan jing , Sudhana-the Red Boy prototype--has 

visited altogether fifty-three accomplished teachers-among them Guanyin-before he 

himself achieves realization (T.9:689-788 and T. 10:333-444).11 His motif recurs in this 

episode, but Monkey, in turn, has become Sudhana now that Sudhana, alias the Red Boy, has 

become a symbol for the elixir enslaved by the mundane mind. Accordingly it is Monkey 

who visits the bodhisattva at South Sea after his initial defeat by the Red Boy in chapter 42, 

with the piety of the scriptural Sudhana, as the phrase in the title o f the chapter "diligence" 

§ 5 #  suggests. Monkey's situation may be further complicated by the symbolism of the fire, 

but the parallels between him and the scriptural Sudhana are striking: both seek out more 

highly realized masters with the objective of buddha-nature in view.

ii
For the English version o f  the Sudhana story, see Thomas Cleary, trans., Entry into the Realm o f  Reality, 

1987.
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Now Monkey's eventual defeat of the Bull Demon King that we are to discuss in 

connection with the dark bull is further highlighted by Monkey's defeat o f the Red Boy. The 

two episodes are related by the Mountain o f Flames, the common metaphor that constitutes a 

strong thematic bond. When Monkey becomes the scriptural Sudhana to defeat the errant 

Sudhana, he has symbolically subdued Tripitaka's human mind in fulfilling the meaning of 

his own religious given name. And the appearance of Guanyin may then be regarded as a 

symbolic gesture whereby Monkey invokes his own buddha-nature. But in spite of his 

apparent victory upon the bodhisattva’s binding of the Red Boy, Monkey's efforts to best 

Tripitaka's false mind look puny in the face of the numerous demons still waiting to tackle 

the monk. In particular the Bull Demon King and the True Immortal Compliant continue the 

theme of this episode by repeatedly blaming Money for the Red Boy's defeat (cf. Yu 

1977:3.44,156,158 and 176). The significance of this extended conflict may be clarified 

using Monkey's own remarks in chapter 61: "For Bull King was in fact from Mind Monkey 

changed./Now's the best time for us to reach the source"

(Yu 1977:3.174 and Wu 1973:847). The removal of the Red Boy, then, is not the removal of 

the problem, for the Mountain of Flames-the "source" for it all—yet remains untouched. It 

is small wonder that the child-the elixir gone awry-eventually proves to be the father of the 

man when he comes back alive in the person of his father. As a matter of fact, Guanyin has 

somewhat anticipated the continuation of the demonic intransigence when she explains to 

Monkey why she turns Sudhana's visits to fifty-three masters into fifty-three bows: "this 

monster-spirit is vanquished, but his unruliness has not been completely eliminated. Let me 

make him take a bow with each step of the way-all the way back to the Potalaka
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Mountain-before I call off my power" iPK H fF 'C ^A E ,

— R- i ^Ml l LLl ,  H t^ C ik  (Ibid. 1977:2.282 and 1973:593). It is in the sense of 

dealing with the source that Monkey confronts the bull after his defeat of the Red Boy, and 

insists that "we must fight to borrow the treasure fan./With the pure and cool/To put out the 

flames,/The stubborn void pierced, we'll see Buddha's face"

1977:3.174 and 1973:847).

The conflict o f Monkey vs. the "six-eared macaque" in chapters 57 and 58 is an even 

more forceful example illustrating how the demons externalize the stone monkey's human 

mind. His disguise is so flawless that the macaque not only makes a complete fool out of the 

hog, Sha Monk and Tripitaka-those who know Monkey most intimately-but also mystifies
II

heaven, hell and, most of all, Guanyin at whose doorstep the pilgrims' problems usually stop. 

Surely the fact that he, too, has "A hairy face, a thunder god beak,/An empty jowl unlike 

Satum's;/Two forked ears on a big, broad head,/And huge fangs that have outward grown" 

(Ibid. 3:118) belongs to the most affirmative part of his symbolism as the stone monkey's 

embodiment.

It must be stressed here that this macaque, like the bull and his son, is a religious 

metaphor turned literary character. He has **six ears” which represent the "six senses," as 

this line plainly points out when Monkey kills him: "The six senses subdued, elixir's made" 

/NiDvtef$-ft|tl/5£ (Yu 1977:3.133 and Wu 1973:814). The splicing o f the elixir and the six

i senses is evidence again that the macaque is the elixir falling under the sway of the human

, mind. While the goal for the removal o f the six senses is doubtless Taoist, the metaphor 

itself, however, has distinctly Buddhist origins. Huiyuan (.{Iciffi, 523-592), a Buddhist

i 312
i

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



scholar, is the first to liken "the mind of the six senses" to "a monkey whose six

windows are all open" (T.1851:538) in his Dachengyi zhang

(An Exegesis of the Meaning of the Great Vehicle). The "six senses" refer to eye, ear, nose, 

tongue, body and mind-which are all "windows" open to pollution. From this metaphor is 

derived the widely-used phrase "six windows" A llf or "the monkey of the six windows" />

f l - * . 12

Now the "six-eared macaque" is not only a religious metaphor in its origins, but also a 

potent one full o f meaningful suggestions that help shape the fundamental theological 

significance of Xiyou ji. The macaque tries to stage a journey of his own so that "my fame 

will last for all posterity" (Yu 1977:3.113). He is then again the stone monkey's "human 

mind" at work: for the mundane aspirations constitute a direct link between his striving for 

fame and the stone monkey's for the throne in chapter 7. In chapter 58, a poem confirms the 

connection by highlighting the macaque's ambitions for high office-an apt reminder of the 

stone monkey as a pretender-to illustrate the insatiable nature o f the human mind: "If one 

has two minds, disasters he'll breed... /He seeks a good horse or the Three Dukes' office,/Or 

the seat of first rank there in Golden Chimes" A W — A,  A/ M $

12
References to the "six windows" or "the monkey o f  the six windows” in literature include, for instance, 

Guan Xiu’s ( f t ( A  832-912) poem entitled "Chou Wang xianggong jianzeng" S K I / E 51®: "The six 
windows, when clean and quiet, leading to Zen" (1986:2044); Su Zhe’s (■ftfft, 1039-1112)
poem "Qishi yin" "The six windows, slowly dimming, still clinging to the world"
(1975:11), and Li Chunfu's ( ^ 4 i ) t ,  1177-1223) "Zashi" "A rabbit cunning with three warrens/A 
monkey playful at the six windows" (283).

Li Zhi (^ 3 £ , 1527-1602) also refers to the metaphor in "Gao tudi wen" e f i M A  which contains the 
following lines: "The six windows quiet/the monkey is killed with one blow o f  the rod" /

( 19 7 1:185). The reference is most interesting not only because Li is one o f  the major commentators o f  the 
novel, but also because it coincides with the ending o f  the episode. In chapter 58, the Buddha tells the demon 
from Monkey, and traps it under his golden almsbowl. Monkey then kills it with one blow o f his iron rod (Yu 
1977:3.132).

I am indebted to Li Mingquan (1990:107-08) for the origins o f these citations.
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pf (Yu 1977:3.128 and Wu 1973:810). The uncharacteristic 

silence of the normally garrulous Monkey in this episode enforces the eloquence of the 

second, and errant, mind—that of the six senses-and the force of its renewed energy after its 

initial defeat in the form of the six robbers in chapter 14. What the title o f chapter 58 

indicates-"Two Minds cause disturbance in the great universe" {Ibid.

1977:3.118 and 1973:802)—is then conflict the senses vs. the spirit-the spirit of the Tao set 

for "true fruition" lE ^ .

As with the Bull Demon King and the Red Boy, the conflict is resolved only with the 

evocation of the buddha-nature as a graphic embodiment of Zhang Boduan's dictum about a 

second, and more spiritual, mission beyond the elixir. Accordingly, the author has enlisted
I
!

more Buddhist metaphors in the execution of his intent. There are only two figures in the 

entire universe that can tell the two monkeys apart-one instrumental in Monkey's 

conjuration o f the other-in a battle where Monkey is evenly matched not only in prowess, 

but also in wit and sophistication. The first is the Buddha while the second is a strange beast 

in chapter 58-strange because it is purely a Buddhist metaphor-named literally "Listen 

intently" iff?Wf who "could in an instant perceive the true and the false, the virtuous and the 

wicked" among humans and immortals — {Ibid. 1977:3.127 

and 1973:809). This beast has a tremendous impact upon the macaque episode as a whole: 

it provides the clue to the resolution of the conflict of Monkey vs. the macaque, but it 

derives its purpose and significance from a common phrase the Buddha constantly uses to 

address his audience. In Jingangjing, for instance, the Buddha replies when Subhuti asks 

how to conquer the mind (f^fj^|t-L'): "Now you listen intently. I will explain to you" y&-/
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r W ,  i j  (T.235:749).L1 Significantly, it is this beast that directs Monkey to the 

Buddha. After it finds out the true form of the macaque, it suggests to its master Bodhisattva 

Ksitigarbha that Monkey turn to the Buddha, for "The power of the Buddha is

limitless" (Yu 1977:3.128).

The selection of Ksitigarbha greatly intensifies the "listen intently" metaphor, for this 

bodhisattva is known in the Buddhist tradition for a highly realized spiritual state he has 

arrived at only through deep meditation. According to Dacheng daji Dizang shilun jing X  

(Sutra of the Ten Wheels), his mind is "unmoving in stillness like the 

earth and deep in meditation like buried stores" ^ fi t& P l i t feilc (T. 

411:722)-the last character in each line comes together to form his name. According to Hu 

Shi, the story of Sudhana--he appears in the novel in the person of the Red Boy—underlies 

Xiyou ji . '4 Accordingly, we may conceive the Ksitigarbha metaphor as part of the Sudhana's 

quest motif: Monkey descends to hell to seek out Ksitigarbha, the one known for the 

stillness o f mind, in order to resolve the problem of Tripitaka's destructive false mind as 

contrasted to himself, the true mind. The beast may be regarded as the key to Ksitigarbha's 

success: by owning such a beast the bodhisattva constantly "listens intently" to the Buddha. 

It is then significant that the Buddha enters the picture only after the beast "listens intently" 

on Monkey's behalf. Symbolically it is Monkey who has listened-to his own buddha-nature.

Cf. also Yuanjue jin g  (Sutra o f  Consummate Enlightenment), T.842:9I3.

14

According to Hu Shi, the eighty-one ordeals the pilgrims must endure might have been inspired by 
Sudhana's endless visits (1986:183-84). There is certainly a similarity: Monkey seeks out Guanyin to 
extinguish the fire o f  his mind, and Ksitigarbha to still his mind, and so on.
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The six-eared macaque is the thematic nexus of a cluster of demons. As we have already 

noted, the black bear in chapters 16 and 17, and the Old Buddha of Yellow Brows in 

chapters 65 and 66 are both related to him through the central image of the cassock, part of 

the motif o f Huineng and his transmission of Dharma. The macaque and the Yellow Brows 

both try to oust Tripitaka so that they can each stage a journey of their own while the bear 

steals Tripitaka's cassock out of sheer vanity, in the symbolic replication of Monkey's own 

vanity. But what concerns us here is a group of demons that represents the six senses. The 

six senses are embodied not only by the macaque, but earlier by the six robbers. In chapter 

14, the first thing Monkey does after joining Tripitaka is kill off the six robbers, to the great 

dismay of his new master who keeps criticizing him for it.
II

We may probably better appreciate the significance of this particular scene in light of 

Caoshan benji (W ill Tang dynasty), a founder of the Cao-Dong school of Chan 

Buddhism W A c c o r d i n g  to Wudeng huiyuan, a monk asked him what to do with the 

six robbers when they appeared Caoshan replied: "Treat them with great

compassion, too" But when the monk further pressed him for how,

Caoshan instructed him with the precision and conciseness belonging distinctively to Chan: 

"Kill them off with a sweep of the sword" — (138:237b).  Seen in this context, 

Monkey shows true compassion by killing off the robbers, but Tripitaka, turning grumpier, 

shows the natural affinity of the body to the senses. For a religious practitioner, such affinity 

has serious consequences. It directly results in the revival of the six robbers in the form of 

the macaque.
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Another demon thematically related to the macaque is the Cadaver Demon in chapter 27. 

Unlike the macaque and the six robbers, the cadaver shows the unification of two separate 

and seemingly disparate religious metaphors. She tries three times to entrap Tripitaka, each 

time in a different form: first as a beautiful girl "with a face like the moon and features like 

flowers" (Yu 1977:1.19), then as an eighty-year old woman, and finally as an old 

man-presumably the father of the girl and husband of the old lady. But why three times? It 

is certainly not accidental, considering the fact that so many religious metaphors-fire, 

Sudhana, the six senses, the monkey of the mind, the monkey of the six windows, the beast 

that listens, and many others-have been so skillfully worked into the novel. The decisive 

clue to her significance is "cadaver" in her name and the fact that thrice she has been 

subjected to death but thrice she has left behind a corpse, the last time for real. She 

represents, I think, the Taoist conception of the "three cadavers" H P .

According to Taishang chit sanshi jiuchong baoshengjing A_h$fcHP jL jtl0Pir.H§ 

(Scripture of the Supreme High on Eliminating the Three Cadavers and Nine Worms in 

Order to Elongate Life), "Peng Ju, the Upper Cadave... resides in the head... and yearns for 

good carriages and a good life; Peng Zhi, the Middle Cadaver... loves the five flavors and 

five colors... resides in the heart and stomach... while Peng Jiao, the Lower Cadaver... 

resides in the stomach and feet... and entices the thief of will to hanker after women" _ t P s j

H... TP32

%f... £ A B J £ . . .  (1977:31:24957). In Youyangzazu

(Assorted Tales From Youyang), Duan Chengshi (IxiS^C, ?-863) gives a somewhat 

different account, but in much greater detail: "Green Sister, Upper Cadaver, ravishes the
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eyes; White Sister, Middle Cadaver, ravishes the five vital organs, and Blood Sister, Lower 

Cadaver, ravishes the stomach... So it is also said that one resides in the head, gives one 

yearnings, especially after good horse-drawn carriages, and is black in color; the second 

resides in the stomach, gives one a good appetite and a temper, and is green in color; the 

third resides in the feet, gives one sexual desire and a passion for killing"

+pa«i, TFJfott, ftAPf. XB: -JgA *+, $  A£S8k Bfe

m km, $km&, && nm-, h sa je . $km, m  0964-68:2.4b).
Such is the damage they can do that Zhang Boduan, too, proclaims war against them in 

typical Taoist fashion.15

The three cadavers are the Taoist explanation for human desire for, as the above 

references indicate, they are held accountable for exactly the same sins as are the six senses. 

For this very reason, the two metaphors are often paired up in Taoist writings. To Lii Yan, 

the three cadavers and the six robbers are one and the same thing: "Three cadavers captured 

alive-the den of spirits torched/Six robbers taken prisoner-the hall of maras destroyed" 

iE H F  (1990:2096). The character that refers to the cadavers-

or spirit—in the first line and the character that refers to the ro b b ers-^  or mara-in the 

second form JlS ^-the  Chinese combination for the maras. In "Fasting" Bai Juyi also 

pairs them up when he describes with great confidence the imagined powerful effects of his 

fasting: "The six robbers have certainly lost their rosy complexions/The three cadavers must 

be grieved by my lack of love" (Gu Xueji 1979:3.793).

In Taishang dongyuan shenzhou jing  (Scripture o f Magical Incantations

15

"Killing o ff the three vermin/There is hope o f  attaining the Tao" (Thomas Cleary
1987:96 and Xue Daoguang 1977:4.2864).
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from the Grottoes of the Supreme High), the three cadavers may be different-they are 

celestial spies who report to heaven the errors of a man they watch over, but the fault lies in 

the man's indulgence of the six senses: "[His sins] are entered by the three cadavers in the 

books as the five poisons originate in the mind and the six senses vie with each other" - L 'i  

Tl# ,  A i t #  A... (WangZuan 1977:10.7577).

The other metaphor that constitutes the Cadaver demon is a device called "white-bone 

visualization" [=!#$£ 16 whereby the Buddhists overcome the instinctual affinity of the man 

to his body. This technique requires that nine steps be taken while in meditation to envision 

the body in the process of decomposition, as part o f an effort to deepen the practitioner's 

conviction about the impermanence of life. According to Nagarjuna, the white skeleton is
II

all that remains at stage 8, but even that is gone at stage 9 (T. 1509:217). In Buddhist 

writings, the realized beings often resort to this device to proselytize. The Buddha himself 

uses the device to convert a woman of loose morals, according to Fayuan zhulin. He 

entertains her first, appealing to her in the form of a handsome man, but then becomes 

putrefied in just an instant, which shocks the woman into sudden realization (Daoshi 

T.53:2122.529). Likewise, Manjusri entertains an extremely promiscuous man in the form 

of a beautiful woman, and effects an instant metamorphosis of the body (Ibid. 528-29). This 

device is plainly the basis for the demon's instant transformation at her death into 

"flour-white skeletal bones" (Yu 1977:2.28). However, while the Cadaver Demon has 

perished, the pollution she represents is still at work, in the forms of the macaque, and the 

seven spiders in chapter 72, for instance. Why is it so? Because the death of a beautiful girl

16

Cf. Li Mingquan, 1990:163.
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still rankles with Tripitaka through the sexually active hog. Monkey's instant exile that 

results may be regarded as a sign that the master’s worldly instincts have momentarily 

triumphed over his religious consciousness. In turn this only suggests Tripitaka's unabated 

affinity to the three cadavers and the six robbers. Hence the continued onslaught by the 

maras on the pilgrims.

The use of religious metaphors, such as fire, water-fall, Sudhana and the monkey of the 

six windows has greatly accentuated the graphic dimension of Tripitaka's spiritual 

transgression, and the theatrical effect engendered by Monkey's efforts to confront it. The 

varied faces of the demons--the macaque, the Bull Demon King, the Red Boy, the Cadaver 

and others-emphasize the variety of aspects in which the mind may manifest itself. This
II

composite portraiture of Tripitaka's mind continues further in the legend of two bulls-one 

Taoist and the other Buddhist-which combine in the characterization o f the dark bull in 

chapters 50 through 52. The two bulls are complementary in that they represent the two 

aspects of the dark bull metaphor. The Taoist and canonical bull—this is Laozi's saddle beast 

that has staged an escape from the celestial stall-provides thematic relevance to the stone 

monkey’s earlier transgression while the Buddhist bull-derived from the Buddhist 

oxherding metaphor f t^ ^ - p to v id e s  resolution to the conflict of Monkey vs. the dark bull.

The author’s characterization of the dark bull in the fashion of Laozi's saddle beast 

strengthens the link we have noted earlier between the stone monkey and Laozi; more 

importantly, it brings into the Tripitaka legend an enriched bull tradition in its own right-a 

pregnant canonical symbol that had spilled into the popular and folksy to become a demonic 

figure, but one more naughty and playful than evil. What has effected the infusion of the
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bull story is the novelist's "error" while reading one of Zhang Boduan's poems. From the 

perspective of literary creation, we may think of the error following Harold Bloom’s 

definition of "misprision." As Harold Bloom tells us, a writer does not start from scratch, 

but always from a received tradition. In The Anxiety o f Influence, he indicates that “what 

divides each poet from his Poetic Father (and so saves, by division) is an instance of creative 

revisionism” (1973:42). It is “actually and necessarily” an act of willful “misinterpretation” 

(1973:30) with which the latecomer wrests creative space from his predecessors. In this 

particular case misprision provides "creative space" for three entire chapters-from 50 

through 52. The revised poem-the result of misprision-revolves around a magical bull 

demon:

Virtuous acts (one) should perform eight hundred,
Hidden merits (one) must accumulate three thousand.
Treating as equal thing and self, kin and foe—
Only then (one) fulfill(s) the original vow of Western Heaven.
The bull demon swords and soldiers (does) not fear,
Vainly toil water and fire, (leaving him) unscathed.
(But when) the Old Lord subdues (him), (he) pay(s) homage to heaven.
Laughing, (the Old Lord) leads the dark bull home.'7mmmf. Qf-msm,
$ £ * * * » .  1973:734)

For the convenience o f  discussion, I have given a literal translation o f  the poem. For reference, Anthony 
Yu’s version is given as follows (Yu 1077:3.35):

Virtuous acts you must perform eight hundred;
Secret merits you must amass three thousand.
Let thing and self, kin and foe, be treated equally-- 
Only that suits the primal vow o f Western Heaven.
Weapons can't threaten the bull demonic;
In vain faultless water and fire have toiled.
Lao Tzu brings submission, it faces Heaven.
Laughing, he the dark buffalo turns and leads.
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Compare this bull to the Taoist practitioner in the original poem--the eleventh of Zhang

Boduan’s poems composed to the tune of “Moon over the West River” [SiiX j5] :

Virtuous acts performing over eight hundred,
Hidden merits accumulating a full three thousand.
Treating as equal thing and self, kin and foe—
Only then (one) fulfill(s) the original vow of divine immortals.
Tigers and rhinos, swords and soldiers (then) (can) not injure (one),
The burning house of impermanence (can) not constrain (one).
(When) the precious summons descends, (one) go(es) to pay homage 

to Heaven,
Riding, secure, a phoenix-drawn chariot.18mnmAn, mmsm, mnmu.

(Xue Daoguang 1977:4.2885).

The key act of misprision takes place in line 5 where the verb “injure” ^  in the original has 

been replaced by the verb “fear” f|£ in the revised version. The substitution is crucial to the 

whole game for, grammatically speaking, the object o f “injure” is the Taoist immortal-the 

subject o f Zhang’s poem-while the object of “fear,” as the terms set up in the revision 

indicate, can only be the “swords and soldiers.” The impotence of arms, horns and claws 

attests to the acquired prowess which Zhang envisions for the realized Taoist. In Zhang’s 

theology, the status of heavenly immortal is the highest form of Taoist realization; hence the 

summons from Heaven.

18

This poem has been translated by Thomas Cleary (1987:146) as follows:

II
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Cultivating over eight hundred virtuous practices, 
Accumulating a full three thousand hidden deeds,
Equally saving self and others, friend and foe,
Only then do you accord with the original vow o f spiritual 

immortals.
Then tigers and rhinos, swords and soldiers, do not injure you, 
The burning house o f  impermanence cannot constrain you; 
After the precious descends, you go pay court to heaven, 
Calmly riding a phoenix-drawn chariot.
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With the substitution, however, it is not the Taoist, but the bull, that is now the subject of

the poem. And it is this bull that assumes the full glory of the realized immortal with all his

cultivated powers over arms, fire and water, for reasons which we will explore. Although he

radiates might, the bull demon is inevitably brought to his knees, but then only by his

master--Laozi--from whom it has fled. It is therefore no longer the quest of a realized man

aspiring to heaven that we read about in the revised poem, but the story of how a divine

saddle beast is restored to the celestial stall where it belongs.

The link between the bull and Laozi is highlighted in Xiyou j i , but the symbolism of the

fleeing bull--what provides its thematic relevance to the Monkey story--lies outside of the

text. We may never know every detail of how the dark bull had evolved from the canonical

to the demonic, but it is a safe assumption that the objective of the misprision is to explore

its demonic potential, and allow Tripitaka's human mind to assume just another face, among

numerous others. It is perhaps in Liu Xiang’s Liexian zhuan that this dark bull makes its

formal debut in connection with the writing of the Daode jing  but then only as a

beast of draught. In the entry on Laozi we read: “Later on, the moral integrity of the Zhou

house deteriorated; [Laozi] then left for Great Qin, riding in a dark-bull-drawn chariot” /p Jnj

(1977:8.6112). It was on this westward journey that the sage

wrote the famous Daode jing. The dark bull remained a faithful companion even as the

legend of Laozi gradually grew in detail. We may look at the references to the bull in

Hunyuan shengji (A Chronicle on the Sage o f Vortical Primordiality) by Xie

Shouhao 1134-1212) that has incorporated many Taoist strains of the legend:

(Laozi) left for Great Qin, riding in a dark-bull-drawn
chariot. Commander Yin of the pass, who had expected his arrival,
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was waiting for him (1977:30.23717).19

(Laozi) rode in a white chariot drawn by a dark bull
%  £  W ^ ' - H  1977:30.23752).

The dark bull is yoked, but the aura of floating purples
precedes him (1977.30.23750).20

It seems that it is not only as a perpetual companion that the bull bulks large in Laozi's 

legend but, more importantly, as a symbol of increased religious sophistication. We note in 

the last of the citations that the bull has been appreciably elevated to the grandeur of a 

metonymic device for his master who is an enriched embodiment of universal suggestions of 

meaning. The pregnancy of the bull symbol is attested more forcefully by this well-known 

couplet from Fayuan zhulin: “The white horse wanders east, hence the flourishing of the 

Three Baskets; the dark bull disappears in the west, hence the rise of the Two Treatises” EzI

(Qtd. in Li Mingquan 1990:160). Here 

the bull itself has become a universal symbol that stands for Taoism as is the white horse 

that stands for Buddhism. As such it carries with it all the inevitable associations of Laozi's 

mysterious journey to the unknown west--the immortal Yin Xi, the legend of the Daode jing  

and Xishengjing I f fH S  (Scripture of Western Ascension), the rise of the all-powerful 

Louguan School o f Taoism the scandalous claim of Laozi’s conversion o f the

19 Commander Yin Xi had predicted the arrival o f  the sage with these remarks: "A mellow wind has been 
blowing three times since the beginning o f  the month. And there is a green aura in the east, which sails to the 
west in the shape o f  a dragon or python. This is the sign o f a great sage" §  W H i t
ffiTOJf, (1977:30.23753). Yin was expecting Laozi when the sage arrived, and compelled him
to write the Daode jing. The story was also recorded in the entries on Laozi and Yin Xi in Liu Xiang's Liexian 
zhuan. 1977:8.6112-13, in iia Shanxiang's ( 1 0 8 6 )  You longzhuan tftjfcfl? (Like Unto a  Dragon), 
1977:30:23930 and in the entry on Yin Xi in Zhao Daoyi's Lishi zhenxian tidao tongjian, 1977:8.6240.

20

This is part o f  the famous Dongiingbei ming composed by Xue Daoheng (^ H S r , 540-609)
which Xie has quoted.
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barbarians21 and so forth. We may be justified to think of this Taoist bull as an archetype, 

following Northrop Frye’s definition of archetype as “a recurrent image... a symbol which 

connects one poem with another and thereby to unify and integrate our literary experience" 

(1957:99).

The dark bull Monkey tries in vain to triumph over is obviously the same canonical bull, 

but it has undergone subtle transformations for which we cannot always account as to when 

and by whom. For instance, the canonical bull is not yet a saddle beast, certainly not a 

divine one, as it is to appear later in Xiyou ji. Here we should probably note that the novel 

makes an explicit allusion to the story o f the Immortal of the Dark Bull Feng Junda

J i  from Ge Hong's Shenxian zhuan.22 Feng assumed the title because he rode a dark 

bull after he became immortal (Ge Hong 6b). One could only speculate that this bull, a 

saddle beast, might have somehow become one with that of Laozi at least by the time of

21

Historically Buddhism and Taoism were involved in a power struggle for religious and political 
supremacy. There are indeed traces o f  this historical conflict in Xiyou j i .  In the Chinese original o f  Xiyou ji, 
Laozi himself twice claims that he traveled to the west o f  the Hangu Pass, and converted the barbarians there to 
Buddhism ffcSUfcft). See Wu. 1973:80 and 732.

If anything, the presence o f  this motif proves only the Taoist perspective o f the novel. But then it seems 
also true that the motif had passed into popular literature as an innocent motif drained by time o f  all its 
explosive energy. As a matter o f  fact, the m otif manifests itself everywhere probably more as a myth that 
makes good reading than as a purposive bias intended to kindle a religious feud. In addition to Xiyou j i , it also 
appears, among others, in part oneofDuan Chengshi's Youyang :a:u, 1965:2.15; Luo Mi's ( 3 ? $ , Song 
dynasty) Lushi houji S&'t/H'id, 1965:7.7a, and chapter 5 of Xu Dao's ffcii: Lidai shenxian tongjian Djftftyflil 

In Fengshenyanyi, the Buddhist bodhisattvas, such as Manjusri, Samantabhadra and Guanyin are 
described as to have been foremost Taoist disciples. It is obviously the same motif at work.

For references to the motif, see Laozi huahu jin g  ¥& by Wang Fu ( I ) # ,  c. 3rd and 4th centuries),
T. 2139.1266-68 and Livia Kohn, 1993:71-80. For a summary o f  the historical struggle between the two 
religions, see Ren Jiyu, 1990:236-42; Li Yangzheng, 1989:79-83, Zhongguo dabaike quanshu zongjiao juan  4' 

1986:230-31, Qian Zhongshu, 1979:4.1533-36 and Livia Kohn 1992:127-130 and
1993:75-76.

22

The story is also recorded in Han Wudi waizhuan (The Outer Biography o f Emperor Wu of
the Han Dynasty), 1977:8.6104. See also Yu 1977:2.117 and 2.425 (Note I for chapter 33). Feng is also 
associated with fangzhongshu or sexiyoga; see R. H. Van Gulik, 1992:322.
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Zhang Lu's (!&£§, 1464-1538) painting,23 but, for lack of evidence, we know nothing for 

certain about such a relationship.

Such obscure emendations have eventually produced the profile of a playful, lecherous 

and frivolously demonic creature, a corrupted, vulgarized, and lowered version of the 

canonical symbol, that seems to have tickled the fancy of Ming writers in particular.24 For 

this demonic bull is not only found in Xiyou j i , but also in a number of other works of 

fiction. The bull figure we should note in particular appears in chapter 8 of Dongyou ji  

id (Journey to the East) by Wu Yuantai Ic7U/j£.25 The parallels between this bull and that

23

It has long become a fashion for any book about Laozi to feature the same painting o f the Taoist sage 
riding a bull. For instance, there is this painting in Zhongguo dabaike quanshu zongjiao juan , 1986:230. The 
painting was by the professional artist Zhang Lu, a painter who lived probably a little before Wu Cheng’en 
( 1500?-1582), the presumed author o f  Xiyou ji. It is evidence that by the Ming period there must have existed a 
popular bull legend, and that in this legend the bull must have already been transformed into a saddle beast.

24

This demonic tradition may again be related to the zhiguai tradition. According to Xuanzhongji 
(Records From Within the Arcane World), "The spirit o f  a thousand-year-old tree becomes a dark goat while 
that o f  a ten-thousand-year old becomes a dark bull. They wander playfully in the human world" - f  #  f tif f l j j  
f t A . l ‘a l  ( L u  Xun 1973:8.491). In the same book, a dark bull which emerges from 
a river proves indeed to be the spirit o f  a ten-thousand-year-old tree (Ibid.). Lieyi zhuan (Records o f  
the Strange) also describes a particular tree which, when cut down, transforms into a bull and disappears in the 
water (Ibid. 248). However, the dark bull in this tradition is merely strange and mysterious to human 
experience, but not necessarily demonic. On the contrary, ghosts are believed to stay away from people who 
own a dark bull together with a bearded herdboy. See the stories o f  Zongdai and Wang Rong in Li
Fang’s Taiping guangj. 1970:317.3b-4a and 319.7a-7b. See especially Qian Zhongshu, 1979:4.1463.

The demonic bull is more closely related, I believe, to the Buddhist tradition. According to Da zhidu lun 
by Nagarjuna, Mahesvara 5? (or Siva), who pretends to "all-embracing wisdom" — that only the 
Buddha has, rides a bull (T. 1509:73). Krakuda Katyana (jM ^ 'fi^ . M fW £), the champion o f  Mahesvara, 
ranks among the infamous "six masters" /\(/fp in Niepan jin g  and the twenty "outside paths" in
Tipo pusa shi Lengjia jin g  zhong waidao xiaocheng niepan lun See
Ding Fubao, Foxue dacidian, 1929:387 and Aryadeva, T. 1640:156 and 157.

In the anonymous Jiangmo bianwen one o f  the "six masters" transforms into a buffalo when
they confront Sariputra in a series o f  magic transformations, probably as an allusion to Mahesvara.
Sariputra defeats him by turning into a lion that preys upon the buffalo (Wang Chongmin 1957:383-84). The 
battle scene probably gave rise to and, according to Zheng Zhenduo (1974:229), is better written than, the 
similar scene between Monkey and the Bull Demon King in chapter 6 1.

25

Not much is actually known about Wu Yuantai, but it is generally assumed that his epic came under the 
influence o f  Xiyou j i .  See, for instance, Wu Zhida fc.Tvii. 1991:226. The same is also said o f  Fengshen yanyi
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of Xiyou j i  are striking to the point of being identical. It is also dark, divine, and a saddle 

beast belonging to Laozi. Physically one seems the exact replication of the other, but they 

flee heaven under dramatically different circumstances. This one is released innocently by 

Iron Crutch Li one of the Eight Immortals, the heroes of the epic; it then sows its

wild oats, to the amusement o f the reader, in the palace of a human king. Hence the title o f 

the chapter—“In a Moment of Playfulness the Dark Bull Is Set Loose and Ravishes the 

Royal Harem” (1962:8).

The same dark bull also features as a saddle beast-Laozi’s hallmark-in Fengshenyanyi 

attritbuted to Lu Xixing (PitjHM, c. 1520-1601). Yet another dark bull is found in Sanbao 

taijian Xiyangji tongsu yanyi (The Popular Epic of A Journey to the West Ocean Made by 

the Eunuch of Three Treasures by Luo Maodeng ( ^ ^ ^ ,  JI.

16th century), although this time it is not Laozi's saddle beast, but that of a Toad-Inducing 

Immortal Master who is himself a bull in disguise related to the Sakyamuni

Buddha (cf. 1985:1051-1091). This dark bull is demonic not only because it serves the 

Immortal Master in an effort to obstruct the advance of the urbane eunuch and the 

compassionate Dipankara Buddha but more because in so doing, it swerves

symbolically from the correct path towards enlightenment to which we will return later.

Apart from Xiyou ji, the Taoist mythology of the Ming period is perhaps most fully________
and Xiyang j i .  See Zhongguo dabaike quanshu Zhongguo wenxue juan  H I 4 *  H I
1986:151 -52 and 499. But then Dongyou j i ,  as Wu Zhda also indicates, is in fact a collection o f folk stories o f  
the Ming as well as o f  earlier periods (1991:252). The legend o f  Iron Crutch Li, and especially that o f the 
popular LU Dongbin, are salient examples. There could have been a rich bull tradition or bull traditions by the 
Ming period which served Xiyou j i ,  Dongyou ji ,  and other novels we refer to as a common source. As a matter 
o f  fact, Zhang Lu's painting is evidence o f  such a popular bull by the time o f  the novel. A lot more importance 
could perhaps be attached to what Laozi says o f  the bull in Dongyou j i  while chastising those responsible for its 
escape: “This bull was the cause o f  a lot o f  disasters last time when it flew down to the human world. I Anally 
got it back, but not before I sent people after it in a hot pursuit. That’s why I always kept it in chains” lit  4 ^  
#~£T 71|hJ, H T i i l A / j j J t T f f l ,  (1962:8). By "last time," he could be making an
allusion to earlier versions o f  the bull’s demonic escapades.
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represented by Xu Dao's (f£jj£, 16th century) Lidai shenxian tongjian (A

Comprehensive Mirror of Immortals From All Ages). In this novel, Hong Ya who is

again Laozi, also rides a divine dark bull which he claims was bom during the era o f the 

Earthly Emperor Jtklii, and had faithfully kept him company on his quest for immortality 

(1976:225-26).

Whereas the dark bull that kidnaps Tripitaka replicates the key element most o f  these 

bulls have in common-a divine bull owned by Laozi-his deviation draws its meaning only 

from the stone monkey, as his double and one of the varied faces of his spiritual pollution.

To qualify the bull for his new role, the author has deepened the bull's link with Laozi by 

endowing him-this is what provides thematic relevance to the Monkey story-with his
II
, master's power. Zhang Boduan’s poem that the author has revised makes a point o f stressing

the bull's power against which "vainly toil water and fire," apart from his cultivated 

protection from the "swords and soldiers." But as the story unfurls itself, we learn that it is 

from a "white, shiny fillet" that the demon derives these powers, a divine object which, 

according to Laozi, "Whatever weapons you may have, including fire and water, you can't 

touch" (Yu 1977:3.33). Virtually every significant development in the process of subduing 

the bull blossoms into an affirmation of Laozi's remarks about this fillet. Of course these 

remarks are edged with the irony that the beast is Laozi's very image, possessing as the bull 

does the master's full power. With the fillet the bull first robs Monkey of his iron rod (Ibid 

2:417), then Prince Nata of his six weapons (Ibid 3:7), and finally the celestial

generals o f all their instruments (Ibid. 3:26). When fire and water are invoked against him. 

the demon is able to first deprive the Star o f Fiery Virtue of all his fire dragons,
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fire horses, fire crows, fire rats, fire bows, and fire arrows (Ibid. 3:10), and then reverse the 

course of the flooding water (Ibid. 3:13).

The significance o f the fillet thus can never be emphasized enough in this episode: it is 

to the bull what the elixir is to the stone monkey. We have already noted in the foregoing 

discussions how Monkey's cudgel and the pig’s rake are both symbols of the elixir. The 

symbolism of the weapons may be further confirmed in chapter 71 where Guanyin's 

golden-haired wolf claims that his three powerful bells have been refined in Laozi's 

brazier exactly the way the elixir is: they "are treasures forged in the same process as that of 

the gold elixir" &  (Yu 1977:3.351 and Wu 1973:984). The fillet in the hands

of the bull is likewise a symbol for the elixir for, according to Laozi, it is "brought into 

existence during my preparation of elixir and fully charged with theurgical forces"

M l — % W % (lbid. 1977:1.164and 1973:80).

With the fillet—which Laozi claims he has relied upon to convert the barbarians to 

Buddhism-the bull is the picture of the highest Taoist realization. For the fillet transfers to 

him powers from Laozi, the patriarch o f the heavenly immortals and the embodiment of the 

Tao itself. Only in the context of this image he shares with the monkey king-as Laozi and 

therefore the Taoist at his best-does the bull's deviation become unique as contrasted to his 

deviation in the other novels. The fact that the bull is immune to fire, water and 

weaponry-these are exactly the stone monkey’s attributes-is certainly significant. For with 

these same attributes, the stone monkey’s obsession with his prowess recurs in the bull: 

through the fillet, the demon possesses not only the monkey’s skill, but also his zeal for 

showing it off. In chapter 52, he brags smugly to his awed minions in tones mimicking the
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stone monkey's own complacency in the Taoist chapters: "When I have this treasure on me,

I can't be drowned even when 1 plunge into the ocean, nor can I be burned if I leap into a 

pool of fire" (Yu 1977:3:23). Briefly the cannibal in him shines forth as he learns that his 

prize is Tripitaka, a piece of whose dainty flesh allows white hair to tum black, and fallen 

teeth to grow back (Ibid. 2:411). But the motif completely fades out of the picture when he 

permits his pride to triumph upon hearing Monkey's name which precedes the latter's arrival. 

In chapter SO, he is immensely delighted when Monkey's challenge is announced, although 

he knows for a fact that the latter possesses "vast magic powers" (Ibid. 2:411). In fact, he 

has been spoiling for a fight-a contest of magical skill with a truly formidable opponent. "I 

wanted him to come!" he confesses. "Since I left my former palace and descended to earth, I
iI

have never had a chance to practice martial art. Today he is here and he will be a worthy 

opponent" (Ibid. 2:414). The magical prowess addict in him straightens up to full height 

when the bull shows the generosity o f spirit by heartily applauding Monkey-in the fashion 

of "like appreciates like"--for his wondrous skill: "Marvelous ape! Marvelous ape! Truly 

abilities like these are worthy to cause havoc in Heaven" (Ibid. 2:416).

His equally excellent skill, and the naive confidence-even hubris-with which he flaunts 

it confirms the dark bull as Tripitaka once again in the stone monkey's shoes. In this sense, 

he is simply another Bull Demon King-a transformation of the monkey of the mind. But 

whereas the Bull Demon is associated with the stone monkey’s fire of desire, this one enacts 

in particular the monkey’s obsession with his elixir-based prowess. As each adversary aims 

to best the other, the moves and countermoves involving the Buddhist and Taoist forces push 

the conflict to such a crescendo that its resolution depends entirely upon the intervention of
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the Buddha. The way the conflict is eventually resolved--Monkey summons the bull's 

master at the Buddha's suggestion-introduces the motif of the bull of the mind derived from 

the Buddhist bull-herding metaphor

The bull-of-the-mind motif exists in a variety of versions, but the most popular is Muniu 

tusong (The Oxherding Pictures and Verses) by Puming f ^ . 36 According to the

metaphor, the taming of the bull of the mind is to be completed in ten stages. The wild bull 

is "raging" around at the stan, crushing tender sprouts in its tracks. To break it in, a rope has 

to be put through its nose in the next stage to symbolize the restraint of the mind The 

bull, black to begin with, turns completely white by the eighth stage-that of "forgetting the 

other" $ & ~ to  indicate that the mind has become blissfully "blank." One step further and 

the bull of the mind is gone, but the herdboy-the practitioner-still remains in the bright 

moonshine, as a token of the state of near completion. The final stage is called "dual 

extinction" XXyR where even the boy fades out, to symbolize nirvana-the state of the 

birthless bliss.

The motif o f this bull of the mind first appears in a poem at the head of chapter 20 in

Xiyou ji:

Let a silk cord puncture your nose
To tie a firm knot on the void;
And fasten that to the wu-wei tree,
That you may not be vicious and wild.

When both Bull and Man disappear,
The jade-green sky is bright and clear.

26

Puming's dates are virtually unknown, but for a history o f  the metaphor, see Zhu Hong ()£;£ , IS3S-1615), 
1992:1-4; Red Pine, 1983 and especially Du Songbo 1983:1-5.

The references I use here are from Red Pine's excellent English translation, although, unfortunately, it has 
no pagination.
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I
I

!

The autumn moon is just as full:
You can't tell one from the other.
m m m ,

W L&WtW\ (Yu 1977:1.397and Wu 1973:266).

The taming of the dark bull represents the culmination of this motif as a thematic 

contribution, of course, to Monkey's efforts to measure up to his religious given name. But 

the superimposition o f such a Buddhist bull upon the Taoist renegade bull makes a pointed 

connection. Monkey fails to contain the dark bull, though he tries seven times, aided, 

significantly, by the largely Taoist heavenly hosts. Now why is it, we may wonder, that the 

Taoist prowess is always powerful in the hands of a demon but not in those of a reformed 

Monkey and the celestial hosts?27 On the surface of it, the image of the 

forever-stronger-demon coheres consistently with the conception the author expresses in 

chapter 50--that "The Tao is one foot but the demons are ten feet tall" M  t®j— ( Yu 

1977:2.417 and Wu 1973:706)--and in chapter 61--that "The Tao is one foot, though the 

demon is ten thousand feet" i i i i j — {Ibid. 1977:3.178 and 1973:850)--meaning 

that every inch of progress only triggers a stronger force of recoil. But within Tripitaka's 

career, the ever-stronger-demon is his mind becoming wild and cankerous. What is 

projected upon the image of the ever-stronger demon is therefore the impotence of the elixir 

against the unbridled mind that tends to run amok. In the earlier chapters, the stone 

monkey's own experience testifies to the same theme: he rides roughshod over the celestial 

forces with minimum exertion, but buckles easily under the Buddha, the one antidote to the 

crazed mind. Monkey's initial efforts against the bull-he evokes fire, water and martial

27

Laozi cannot contain the stone monkey in chapter 7, nor can Monkey contain many demons on his journey. 
It is an aspect o f the novel that has puzzled me ever since I was a child.
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skills—prove ineffectual because they represent elixir vs. mind. It is a mission that can never 

be accomplished-to defeat Tripitaka's own obsession with the object of his obsession.

Only in this context do we better appreciate the role of the Buddha when the conflict of 

the dark bull vs. Monkey is finally resolved. Let us point out here that the presence of a 

buddha may well be a pattern that the bull-taming motif all seems to follow to various 

degrees in Ming fiction. As a matter of fact, it is not only in the quelling of the raging bull 

but, more relevantly, in the wisdom of the Buddha that the oxherding metaphor becomes a 

most apparent literary motif. To illustrate the point, we only have to look at the motif as it 

occurs in Sanbao taijian xiyangji tongsu yanyi which, as Qian Zhongshu points out, adheres 

closely to Puming's oxherding metaphor (1979:4.1368). In chapter 84 of that novel, the dark
I
f

bull explains his unique origins to the Dipankara Buddha, alias the Grand Tutor o f the State 

Hi/rft: "I am the dark bull painted by Dai Song f t ,  8th century).28 For several hundred 

years I've been cultivating myself, not without some slight success." In an effort to make 

him recant his liaison with the demonic forces, Dipankara reminds him, utilizing Puming's 

metaphor: "You bulls are subject to the bovine reincarnation You'll naturally cast

off your hide at the stage of'dual extinction'." Upon hearing the ten stages--the Buddha 

gives a detailed account, ticking each off his fingers-the dark bull at once becomes white to 

symbolize the Chan conception of instantaneous enlightenment. "You’ve arrived at the stage 

of'forgetting the other'," Dipankara informs him. Barely has he finished than the bull

28

Dai Song learned to paint with the statesman-painter Han Huang 723-787). He was known 
particularly for his depiction o f  buffaloes. The mention o f  his name is not accidental. There was in fact a 
painting by him called "Oxherding" It may or may not have anything to do with the Buddhist motif,
but the author has made the clever connection probably for fun, at the least for the amusement o f  those readers 
familiar with the art history.
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become a white-robed young man-the herdboy in the metaphor. "One more step," 

Dipankara urges. And with a whiff of light breeze, the young man disappears, leaving 

behind only a clean moon (1985:1054).29

We are not quite certain whether there was a master plan for all to follow, or maybe it 

was Xiyou j i  that started the tradition. What bears greater relevance is the inevitable 

presence of a buddha figure to which Dipankara helps to testify with regard to the literary 

motif. It is often a buddha who converts the dark bull in literary representations of the 

bull-taming motif. Or a white bull for that matter-the Bull Demon King is also a bull of the 

mind in his obstinate refusal to be tamed until the Buddha dispatches Buddhist as well as 

other celestial deities to aid Monkey. It is to be admitted that the status of a buddha lends
»I

more authority to Puming's wisdom than Puming himself, no matter whether Puming is 

explicitly referred to or not. But so far as Xiyou j i  is concerned, a more basic explanation is 

the requirement o f symboiism-the Buddha as buddha-nature-in its representation o f the 

two-stage Taoist theology.

Unsuccessful in his rescue mission, Monkey decides to seek the aid o f the Buddha, the 

ultimate dragon-slayer in the novel if we take the appearance o f all other buddha and 

bodhisattva figures as so many emanations o f his divine being. Upon hearing Monkey's 

account, the Buddha points at once to the crux of the matter-that the bull of the mind has 

wandered away from his master. By fleeing his celestial home, the bull has drifted apart 

from Laozi, the embodiment of the Tao. The return of the wild bull to its fold then means

29

The daughter o f the dragon king Sagara j£ ic  could be the literary precedent for the bull's swift 
transformation: she turns into a male and then a Buddha within the twinkling o f  an eye. See Burton Watson, 
trans.. The Lotus Sutra, 1993:187-189.
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Tripitaka's return to the Tao upon the immolation o f his wanton mind. That it is Monkey

who evokes the Buddha is highly symbolic: Tripitaka undergoes the Chan experience of

instantaneous enlightenment, but the experience occurs only because Monkey wakes him to

vacuity. The process for the "restraint o f the mind" i^ tl ' is depicted in such detail that we

can hardly miss the author's purported intent for the explicit allusion:

Blowing a mouthful of divine breath on the diamond snare, Lao Tzu then used it to 
pierce the nostrils of the fiend. Next, he took off the sash around his waist and 
fastened one end of it to the snare while his hand held the other. Thus the custom of 
leading the buffalo with a ring in its nose was established, a custom in use even now.zmmimnm, n w ,  ^

(Yu 1977:3.34 and Wu 1973:733).

The intricacy of the "custom" suggests an unmistaken echo to the step 2 of the oxherding

metaphor. As a device to drive further home the point, the same "custom" recurs

emphatically in the taming of the other bull of the mind-the Bull Demon King. In chapter

61, Prince Nata, a Taoist in the novel but a Buddhist in his origins, "took out his

monster-tying rope and draped it around the bull's neck. Then he threaded the rope through

his nostrils so that the bull could be pulled with the hand" T*

± ,  L, Ubid. 1977:3.182 and 1973:854). And

again in chapter 92 where Monkey pierces the noses of Dust-Deterrent iL and

Heat-Deterrent jif^ JL -th e  two rhino turned kidnappers-so that a rope may be put through

(cf. Yu 1977:4.289 and Wu 1973:1263).

Laozi's ascent to the Griefless Heaven flf'lll ̂ -fo llow ing his taming of the dark bull—is

also suggestive. While the ascent harks back to the revised poem where he leads the fugitive

bull back to heaven, only now do we realize the full significance of this specific detail: it is

certainly not the kind of ascent marking the completion of the Tao, but the return of the
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I

wanderer to his path, of the wild to the norm, and of the deviant to the Tao. Moreover, it 

brings to a symbolic completion stage 9 of the oxherding metaphor: with the bull o f the 

mind gone, Tripitaka is close to enlightenment to nonduality in fulfilling the full significance 

o f Monkey's first name.

Ill DEMONS AS DEVIATION FROM MONKEY

The variety of demonic display we have covered so far radiates a number o f significant 

implications that help clarify the fundamental meaning of the monkey king's rebellion in the 

Taoist chapters. At this point it is important to be reminded that the author has used 

demonology to express a unique theodicy he has envisioned along the lines o f Zhang 

Boduan's Taoist theology. From the six robbers to the dark bull, the demonology
I

concentrates on the various aspects of the mundane mind that earlier has led to the stone 

monkey's fall from heavenly grace, the exorbitant price o f neglecting to fulfill the 

significance o f his religious given name within a well-defined Taoist framework. The fact 

that the tragic fate does not befall Tripitaka who constantly finds himself as vulnerable to 

attacks by the same mundane mind speaks volumes about his effort to "wake to vacuity" 

through the good offices of Monkey. But hardly everything about the stone monkey 

contributes to a less than flattering portraiture of the Taoist hero. While many of the demons 

attest to the grave extent to which his mind becomes cankerous, it is also important to 

distinguish that part of the pageant that represents deviation from the gold elixir he 

embodies. It is the role of the protagonist to lead by example. By his bad example, the 

monkey king underscores the supreme importance of further realizing the buddha-nature 

beyond the elixir. By his good, however, he shows a genuine need for the elixir, a more
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important mission to accomplish because it serves as the basis for the realization of the 

buddha-nature. In short, the primacy of the elixir is the other principle underlying the 

demonology in Xiyou ji.

Seen in this context, the nature of demonic escapades in Xiyou ji  remains subordinate to 

Monkey's symbolism as both the active mind and the accomplished elixir. But there is a 

basic rule that helps distinguish the mind-related demons from the elixir-related ones. The 

former usually appear as Monkey's equals-they are often closely matched in wit, shrewdness 

and prowess-whereas the latter are often portrayed as Monkey’s inferiors: the battles they 

do are often no contests of equals. The significance o f this second type is most fully 

revealed in chapter 46 where Monkey emerges the winner from a series o f contests of 

magical skill leading to the demise of Tiger-Strength Great Immortal 

Deer-Strength Great Immortal and Goat-Strength Great Immortal

After they have perished, the king of the Cart Slow Kingdom laments the grim

reality behind the illusion of magical prowess without the benefit of the elixir:

The human form is hard, hard indeed, to get!
Make no elixir when there's no authentic transmission.30
You have the charms and water to send for gods,
But not the pill to lengthen, protect your life.kmmrn, ms*. nmffik&x.

Immediately following the king's tear-streaked elegy, the chapter ends with the author’s 

remarks to the same effect, driving the king's point further home:

To touch gold, to refine lead-of what use are they?
To summon wind, to call for rain-still all is vain?

W f  (Yu 1977:2:352 and Wu 1973:651)

30 For the convenience o f discussion, I have changed "true guide"-Yu's translation for I f  f£--to "authentic 
transmission."
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The king's emphatic "Make no elixir when there's no genuine transmission"--no doubt a 

reference to the Taoist oral tradition we noted in chapter 3 of this study-certainly suggests a 

clear distinction between the false and the genuine elixirs; more importantly, it unmistakably 

links him to the game of seeking and imparting of oral instructions Subhuti and the stone 

monkey play out in chapter 2. The importance of such oral transmission is attested by 

Subhuti himself immediately before he takes it upon himself to initiate the stone monkey:

Hard! Hard! Hard!
The Way is most obscure!
Deem not the gold elixir a common thing.
Without meeting a perfected man who imparts the dark secrets
The mouth tired and tongue dried-but only empty words are uttered.

m  i t  m ,  s t n H - g j r p  (w u
1973:19).31

The king's final act of enlightened wailing provides an apt footnote to Subhuti's dictum 

about the absolute primacy of an immortal teacher: the elixir is not something up for grabs, 

for its success depends entirely upon the oral and personal transmission based upon the 

accumulated, and proven, experience from a succession of realized men. To touch gold and 

to refine lead-these may have been known as the true elixir, but not any more, at least not to 

Zhang Boduan and the other advocates of the inner elixir. Hence the author’s effort to make 

the distinction. But how do we tell one from the other-the false from the genuine 

elixirs—especially when the practitioner is new to the game, and the variety of arts is many? 

The purpose of the entire Cart Slow Kingdom episode revolves around this distinction: the 

events leading to the king's remarks serve entirely to contrast the effect of the "dark secrets" 

from a realized man on Monkey, an- tbit o f "empty words" o f the three Great immortals.

31

I have changed Yu's translation for the last two lines. See chapter 3. note 26.
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Only in this sense of textual and thematic foreshadowing do we appreciate the 

significance of the scene in chapter 2 where Subhuti offers-for the stone monkey to 

reject-altogether "three hundred and sixty side gates" EEIf & f 1 --symboIically the

entire repertoire o f Taoist arts that the author thinks are "empty words." Between master and 

disciple, they have made a review of the values of these practices from the perspective of the 

true elixir. What Subhuti calls the "gate of art" is traditionally known as the "art of

divination" or the art of using a variety of arts to tell fortunes HM.. The title of 

the second category-the "gate of the flowing" IJiL'T-I'I--suggests itself: like the Confucians, 

the Dualists, the Mohists and physicians, those Taoists and Buddhists who only "read 

scriptures, or recite the Buddha's names" 5)4. ( Wu 1973:16) cannot achieve
!I

liberation from the cycles of life and death. This critique of the ineffectual Buddhist and 

Taoist practices is further highlighted in the "gate of quietude" H  which covers not 

only the Buddhist styles o f meditation # # f f  *&, but also a wide range of Taoist arts such as 

"fasting" and "quiescence and inactivity" The fourth category-"the

gate of action" --covers more of the traditional Taoist practices such as "to bum 

rushes and set up the brazier" j& ^ f f  ̂  and "to absorb yin to nourish yang" that

could include the infamous sexiyoga among numerous other techniques.

In this scene, the stone monkey exemplifies not only what to choose: he rejects all the 

above in favor o f the true and secretly transmitted elixir from the immortal Subhuti. More

i importantly, he sets up an example as to how to choose it from a dazzling variety o f arts: he

sticks only to the barest of the essentials-that is, whether or not a particular art makes him 

immortal. Noticeably, Subhuti seems to have stepped far out of his character in this scene-a
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realized man holding the secret to the elixir—to become the symbol for Taoism as a whole. 

For the arts the majority of his disciples learn may all be associated with Taoism, but they 

are not necessarily related to the elixir. His expanded symbolism is a device, I think, to once 

again put his disciple to the test, in order to accentuate the clarity of vision that the monkey 

king inherits from Huineng but which Subhuti himself would rather attribute to his disciple's 

Taoist immaculate conception. As far as the story goes, it is this clarity o f vision that 

enables the monkey to cut through the deadwood of side gates Subhuti offers to the less 

perceptive and the less persistent. In chapter 1, the woodcutter reveals to the stone monkey 

that Subhuti has taught "innumerable disciples" (Yu 1977:1.79), but among the "thirty or 

forty" still studying with him, the stone monkey turns out to be the only one to gain access to
iI

the secret elixir. For, so far as the scene is concerned, he has been the only disciple to insist 

upon immortal life as the sole standard for any art he is to learn.

What results from this clarity of vision is all that matters in the Cart Slow Kingdom. In 

this sense, the contests of magical skill-three in all-are designed to deepen the contrast 

between Monkey's wisdom and the lack of it on the part of the Great Immortals. The first of 

the contests-and this is crucial to all those that follow-is indicated by the "cart" metaphor.

In chapter 44, Monkey investigates "an ear-splitting roar" until he comes in sight of this 

scene on the sandy beach outside the city: a group of monks are trying to pull a cart up a 

steep ridge, but "the ridge was exceedingly tall, and leading up to it was a small narrow path 

flanked by two perpendicular passes, with walls like two giant cliffs. How could the cart 

possibly be dragged up there?" fflfcfjkM ,

I ( Y u  1977:2.301 and Wu 1973:609). With its explicit
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allusion to the Taoist terms such as jiaji and shuangguan the scene should

immediately alert us to the anatomical metaphor herein contained, a Taoist system of 

symbolism that can obviously be expanded to apply to the whole of the Cart Slow Kingdom. 

What is described here is recognizably the spine of the body: the "two perpendicular passes" 

are the two shoulder blades, and the "small narrow path" flanked by the passes is an invisible 

trail for the movement of the vital forces at the bottom o f the cleavage between the shoulder 

blades. While the scene is Action, the phrases are different names for a particular point 

situated between the shoulder blades along the imaginary path, an acupoint important for the 

cultivation of the elixir. Here the author has cleverly translated anatomy into geography by 

making a literal reading of the religious terms. These lines by Lii Yan from Ltizu zhi m flL^
I

(Monograph on Patriarch Lii) testify to the importance o f  this acupoint: "Through jiaji or 

shuangguan that leads up to the top/This path is the root of cultivation"

(Anonymous 1977:60.48683).

What, then, is the "cart" plying this mythical path? It is, I think, the "river cart"

"Without this cart to carry them," as Zhongli Quan explains to Lii Yan, "the flve elements 

can never form the one vital force" '*% (Shi Jianwu 1988:30).

But why a "river" cart, a decidedly mixed metaphor? The "river" calls attention to the flesh 

and bone of the physical body as contrasted to the scant heaven-related vital forces the cart 

carries around. So Zhongli further explains: "'River' derives its image from the 

predominance o f yin" (Ibid.).

Now the cart is crucial: it decides whether or not the elixir forms. The scene Monkey 

observes-that the ineffectual cart stalls below the ridge—illustrates the significance of the
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name "Cart Slow Kingdom." It is plainly a metaphor that dramatizes the impotence of the 

"river cart" the three Great Immortals have set in motion prior to Monkey's arrival. The feat 

Monkey then performs is also highly symbolic: he "picked up the cart and sent it hurtling 

through the two passes and up the steep ridge before crashing into pieces" (Yu 1977:2.310). 

The title of the chapter indicates the significance of this act: "The mind, having rectified the 

deviation, has crossed the spine-ridge passes" (Wu 1973:608). The act

harks back to the scene of transmission in chapter 2: by setting the cart traveling effortlessly 

up the spine-ridge passes, Monkey proves that he is the initiated one as distinguished from 

the three uninitiated, and self-proclaimed Great Immortals. In so doing, he has symbolically 

rectified the deviation by replacing the slow cart-which he smashes-with the swift and
II

efficient one. Later we will dwell further on the significance of the substitution; at this point 

we need to emphasize that the slow cart portends the tragic end for the three Great 

Immortals: they may know a magic trick or two, but these tricks are not based on the elixir, 

but on an unproductively slow cart, a metaphor for the false elixir. Likewise, Monkey's 

swift cart portends his victory over the Great Immortals, as a token reenactment of the stone 

monkey’s rejection of the side-gates in chapter 2.

The confrontations that ensure provide examples o f parallelism calculated to further 

enhance the sharp contrast between the swift and the slow carts, the true and false elixirs, 

and the initiated and the uninitiated. The first of the skills they each display before the king 

is to summon the wind and call for rain. At least this time the "magic o f five thunders" I lIh

32 Tiger-Strength evokes is real, as Heavenly Lord Teng who answers the Great

32

The "magic o f five thunders" is an art common to both the inner elixir and other types o f  Taoist schools. 
For instance, Chen Nan (|2fcfifi, 7-1213), one o f  Zhang Boduan's fourth-generation disciples, not only practiced
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Immortal's summons, later explains to Monkey (cf. Yu 1977:2.328). But, significantly, 

Monkey beats Tiger-Strength at his own game. To his own credit, but not to the Great 

Immortal's knowledge, his elixir-nourished primal spirit jcW  masterminds the whole show: 

it leaves the body, and orchestrates the gods and dragons the Tiger-Strength has summoned 

so that the wind and rain come or stop as he wills them.

One detail in particular is intended to poke fun at Tiger-Strength, the ultimate symbol of 

the “side gates” in Xiyou ji. When the king inquires by messenger why he does not strike the 

tablet n  4")$ and bum charms Monkey replies: "Ours is praying in quiet

meditation" (Wu 1973:632). It turns out that only in quiet meditation does

his primal spirit become the most alive-he has to caution the hog and Sha Monk each time 

he allows his spirit to depart the body: "Don't speak to the substitute of Old Monkey" M-K- 

(Yu 1977:2.338 and Wu 1973:637).33 By contrast, Tiger-Strength's full 

reliance on action-on burning charms and striking tablets-indicates his lack of a refined 

primal spirit. While the demon's magic is for once real, it is real in the sense Subhuti tells 

the stone monkey in chapter 2-"there are three hundred and sixty side gates, all of which 

result in true fruition" (Ibid. 1973:16). What kind of "true

fruition?" The side gates certainly can bring results: Tiger-Strength has actually summoned 

the wind and the rain, but at their best they prove inferior when compared to the elixir-based 

immortal primal spirit. Ineffectual as the skill the Great Immortals possess may appear, they

the art, but wrote extensively about it. Cf. Hu Fuchen, 1995:584. This explains why the author gives some 
credit to this magic in particular.

33

Cf. also Yu 1977:327 and Wu 1973:630: "Be quiet, Brother. Don't speak to me any m ore" !nL^,
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lose out only because Monkey possesses skill surpassing theirs. It is therefore not whether 

the side gates have any effect at all, but that they cannot help achieve liberation from Yama, 

the king of the Underworld, that is at issue. This is why Monkey does not cancel out the 

usefulness of the side gates altogether, but merely reduces their value, as he explains to the 

king: "such trivial magical arts of the side gates hardly constitute real merit" H  ;Jv/ i  

(Ibid. 1973:635).

The “side gates” prove "trivial" at critical moments of life and death-this is the ultimate 

message the story tries to convey as it follows up Tiger-Strength's initial defeat with a series 

o f more dramatic confrontations ending invariably in Monkey's favor. The initial defeat only 

serves to challenge the demons to more desperate deeds of derring-do, but, despite Monkey's 

open contempt for the "trivial magical arts," the tricks they fish out of their bags fall again 

into the category of triviality. Tiger-Strength now challenges the pilgrims to try what he 

calls "to manifest saintliness on the ladder of the cloud" : the contestants compete

to excel in meditation, but first they have to climb an imaginary ladder by riding a cloud to 

the top of a pile of tables. This, however, only gives Monkey another chance to show the 

elixir at work: his primal spirit first carries Tripitaka up the tables in the form of a floating 

cloud; then, when Deer-Strength refuses to abide by the rules, and plays an underhanded 

trick on his master, he pays back in kind: he abruptly stings Tiger-Strength in the form of a 

centipede, which at once sends the Great Immortal tumbling to the ground. Now more 

anxious than ever to even the scores, Deer-Strength and Goat-Strength indeed show some 

indications of their "true fruition": they are able to tell what is hidden behind the 

boards-first the so-called "empire blouse and cosmic skirt" and
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then a peach from the imperial garden, but in either case Monkey cheats them of their glory 

by again taking advantage o f his elixir-induced prowess.

These three bouts-the cart, rainmaking and the rest-project the three Great Immortals in 

a most unfavorable light, yet these are not the most unholy of their portraits in the entire 

episode. The problem with these demons is that they appear as wholly eager, if somewhat 

naive, dupes o f their own false sense of strength. But Monkey has easily pricked the bubble 

of their delusions only to accentuate the potency of his own elixir. Yet, driven increasingly 

by their enraged jealousy, the Great Immortals persist in their failure to awaken to the truth 

about their arts, all the more so after their repeated defeats, especially after Monkey 

transforms Tiger-Strength's Taoist disciple into a Buddhist monk. Their subsequent willful 

escalation of the confrontation to a matter of life and death reflects the deterioration in their 

characters as a result of the humiliations they have suffered, and justifies, from the novels' 

theological perspective, the violent end that awaits them.

Of the three contests that result in death, the one involving Tiger-Strength is the most 

dramatic. In chapter 46, Monkey allows himself to be decapitated, to Tripitaka's wide-eyed 

horror, and even to Pa-chieh' consternation, but he manages to grow another head when 

Deer-Strength has his fallen head pinned to the ground. As Sha Monk explains to the hog, 

Monkey "may have altogether seventy-two heads"-one with each of his seventy-two 

transformations (Yu 1977:2.345). But Tiger-Strength fails to follow suit when Monkey 

plays a similar trick on him. To avenge his tragic death, Deer-Strength and Goat-Strength 

issue what appears now a reckless challenge to an opponent vastly more powerful than 

themselves, and suffer similarly disastrous consequences. The point that emerges from these
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I

contests is that nothing but the elixir should matter; the “side gates” may effect to a certain 

extent the imitation of the elixir-based prowess, but they are of little or no help when death 

comes.

What is then the Cart Slow Kingdom? It is a metaphor, I believe, for the common 

practitioner. The kingdom itself is the body, as the path and the passes indicate. The king is 

then the mind dazzled by the false prospects o f  power and skill o f the “side gates” so that he 

has lost the vision of immortal life, the only objective that should matter. With the slow 

cart, the three demons represent the minor arts the practitioner-which the kingdom and the 

king symbolize-has chosen; the fact that the king accords them great respect, to the point of 

worship, is an indication of the depth of his duplicity. Only in this sense do we appreciate 

the title of chapter 44-Monkey "rectifies the deviation" by smashing the slow cart. The 

deception has continued until Monkey disillusions him, showing him the true path o f Taoist 

cultivation. Or perhaps in this episode Monkey is none other than the elixir, and by 

smashing the slow cart and destroyed the Great Immortals, he has become the choice the 

practitioner had not made earlier. In this context we also understand why the previously dafit 

king even bothers to erupt into sudden enlightened outpourings about the distinction 

between the "vain" magical skill and the "pill" of immortal life. No doubt it is the gory 

spectacle that has done the job: it shocks him into sudden enlightenment, but symbolically it 

is an awakening practitioner who testifies to the significance o f Subhuti's poem and the stone 

monkey's wisdom in chapter 2.

Thus the experience the Cart Slow Kingdom so vividly dramatizes-the illusion of and 

disillusionment with any Taoist practices other than Zhang Boduan's type of elixir-has its
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roots back in the early chapters, as do many other themes and motifs we have noted. The 

three demons are made the negative example to prove the primacy of the elixir to the 

practitioner within the novel-and without, too, I believe-much as the stone monkey is made 

the negative example to prove the importance of the buddha-nature. While this particular 

episode represents the culmination of the author’s critique of the “side gates,” the theme is 

also manifest elsewhere, with perhaps less concentration of detail but no less intensity of 

conviction. For instance, Gold Horn and Silver Hom-the brothers with the single-minded 

goal to snare Tripitaka in chapters 32 through 35-provide another example. The pair turns 

out to be planted as an obstacle on the pilgrims' westward journey by Laozi in cohort with 

Guanyin. In this sense, they are not demons by nature, by intent or by volition, but by
If

arrangement as a spiritual trial. Accordingly, they may well belong among the four 

irresistible women-both in beauty and wealth-in chapter 23, and perhaps the queen of the 

women’s Kingdom of Western Liang in chapter S4. Despite their function as a trial, there is 

evidence that they are intended to portray the triviality of the “side gates” as contrasted to 

Monkey in the image of the accomplished elixir.

This theme is made particularly apparent in the contrast shown by their instant demise, 

and Monkey's survival, when both parties are confined within the magical gourd and the 

magical vase. To give them their due, the two demons possess sufficient magic prowess to 

be reckoned with even by Monkey. Silver Horn, for instance, has caused Monkey a great 

deal of distress in their initial combat when he crushes his opponent under three mountains: 

Mount Sumeru, Mount O-mei and Mount T'ai (Yu 1977:2.120-21). In chapter 34, he is able 

to fight thirty rounds with Monkey without showing any sign of weakness (Ibid.
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1977:2.142), with which he sets a better record than can be said o f many of the celestial 

generals. But as in the Cart Slow Kingdom, the distinction between the false and genuine 

elixirs asserts itself not in the charade of magical illusions, but in the ability to survive death, 

the ultimate test for their prowess. In chapter 34, Monkey is sucked into the gourd which 

has the power to reduce anyone into liquid within one and three-quarter hours. He manages 

to escape relying half on his resourcefulness and half on his transformations, but not before 

he has endured the deadly confinement of total darkness for a considerable length o f time.

But the magical power the demons possess does not quite match their wicked obstinacy 

when Monkey contrives to subject them to the same test under exactly the same magic 

circumstances. In chapter 35, Monkey maneuvers Silver Horn into a position of compliance, 

leaving him no choice but to answer Monkey when his name is called. Consequently Silver 

Horn is sucked into the magic gourd Monkey has stolen from the brothers after he himself 

has survived the test, and almost immediately he hears a swashing sound from 

within-indicating that the demon has melted. Then he catches Golden Horn off guard, 

calling out his name when the demon is fleeing the field, distressed by his disastrous defeat. 

The demon suffers the same consequences, and as quickly, when he enters the magic vase.

The theme of the contrast is revealed in the author’s commentary on Silver Horn's 

demise: "The Great Sage, you see, had a body which had been thoroughly refined and he 

could not be dissolved speedily. On the other hand, the fiend might know some such paltry 

magic as mounting the clouds and riding the fog, but he had not been completely delivered 

from his mortal constitution. The moment he was sucked into the treasure, he was

dissolved- w  mmm,
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(Yu 1977:2.151 and Wu 1973:480). The 

fidelity of the episode to the same theme the Cart Slow Kingdom is later to dramatize at 

greater length is plainly in evidence.

On the one hand, Gold and Silver Horns, and especially the three Great Immortals, 

represent, of course, the practitioner's deviation, but then they themselves may perhaps be 

conceived more appropriately as the victims of the false elixir. In either way, they serve to 

enhance Monkey's profile as the symbol of the genuine elixir; but Monkey's job goes beyond 

merely making an example of these poor victims. What about those false immortal teachers 

who sell the false elixir? Should they be allowed to go scot-free? Certainly the author 

would not be so careless as to let that happen. Indeed he devotes two chapters-78 and 

79--to the characterization of a white deer-the saddle beast of the Aged Star of the South 

Pole as Subhuti's opposite.

The central theme of the episode is again the baby, an alternative name for the elixir. 

Like the Cart Slow Kingdom, the Bhiksu Kingdom t f c f n U I  may be regarded as a metaphor 

for the practitioner, and its king is then the undisceming mind. But unlike the three Great 

Immortals whom the king of tiie Cart Slow Kingdom relies upon for rainmaking, this white 

deer assumes explicitly the role of an immortal teacher. The king's illness--the consequence 

of his wanton sexual abandon-is the immediate reason for the deer's proposal of the baby. 

But the "baby" he transmits-symbolically this qualifies him as the king's teacher-is literal: 

it requires "one thousand one hundred and eleven hearts of young boys" (Yu 1977:4.42). In 

other words, the deer is a false teacher who misinterprets "baby" for real infants.
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The theme of the baby continues after Monkey rescues the real babies from certain death. 

Now the deer proposes to the king that Tripitaka is an even better substitute for the lost 

babies: while the hearts of the babies "could only lengthen your life for about a thousand 

years," Tripitaka's heart "will lengthen your Majesty's life for thousands and thousands of 

years" (Ibid. 1977:4.52). What renders Tripitaka so potent? It is the fact that the monk is 

basically a virgin baby: "he has been a monk since childhood. He is, in truth, someone who 

has never dissipated his original yang" ii& Jl^fa, (Yu 1977:4.52 and Wu

1973:1086).

In chapter 78, Tripitaka is bewildered by the change of the kingdom's name to the City of 

the Babies 'h  f fy b  "If it was Bhiksu, why then should it be called the City of the Babies?" 

KfczrHUr, X .fsfzM 'T’ (Wu 1973:1077).34 Indeed this is where the symbolism of the 

episode lies. On the surface of it, the change is initiated by the king’s newly found religious 

proclivities: as the king of the Bhiksu Kingdom, he had apparently been a Bhiksu, a 

Buddhist monk, at least until the deer's arrival three years before. But it turns out that the 

change really symbolizes his misplaced and misguided religious proclivities. As we have 

indicated while discussing the monkey king's christening, the name Subhuti chooses for him 

contains the clues to his symbolism. The change of the name here, and only after the deer 

has falsely promised the king "a thousand years without aging" (Yu 1977:4.42 and

Wu 1973:1079), has obviously the same function.

What is then the deer's symbolism? It does not lie in the fact that he is a deer, but in his 

truancy--he has willfully escaped from his master, the Aged Star of the South Pole. No

34 For greater clarity, I have changed Anthony Yu's translation--"Young Master's City" (1977:4.39)—to the 
"City o f  the Babies."
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doubt his escape, like all others in Xiyou j i , represents his departure from the particular path 

o f  realization his master represents. The dark bull's escape is a salient example of deviation 

from Laozi, the embodiment of the Tao. Similarly the lion, the elephant and the roc in the 

Lion-Camel State flee their masters as a token departure from what their masters 

represent-the Buddhist principles of discipline, meditation and wisdom. So is also the case 

with the Old Buddha of Yellow Brows H  J@ who escapes from Maitreya in the

symbolic sense of departing from Mahayana. The deer's escape is no exception to this rule. 

By betraying his master, he betrays his cause: he becomes a symbol for the false elixir as 

contrasted to the genuine elixir his master represents, for the star is the ultimate Taoist 

symbol of eternal life. Hence the king who entertains him suffers from hastened illness.

Moreover, the author uses him as an example to illustrate how theology may become 

heresy, how the elixir may degenerate into cannibalism and how faith may become 

superstition through the ignorance of a false teacher. In chapter 2, Subhuti refers to the 

side-gate art of making the "autumn stone" fie5" from the urine o f virgin boys (cf. Yu 

1977:1.85), based on the belief in the potency of the baby. Apparently the deer is a fervent 

believer in such matters. By substituting the real babies for the symbolic, he has substituted 

the false elixir for the genuine, and superstition for faith. Only in light of this substitution 

does his association with the Aged Star o f the South Pole become more meaningful. Heresy 

originates from faith: the belief in the baby is the same; but what exactly is the "baby," and 

i how it is produced? Here the deer errs exactly where it matters most.

The theme of the baby is brought to its fullest expression by Monkey's active role. As a 

genuine baby, his appearance initiates a chain of events leading to the rectification of the
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deviation. In chapter 78, he tells on first sight that the "royal father-in-law" is a demon, and 

that "the king is under his influence" (Ibid. 1977:4.51). It is more significant that the Aged 

Star, the deer’s master, appears in chapter 79 only in response to Monkey's timely 

intervention. The scene where the king "felt as if a great weight had been lifted gradually 

from his body as his illness receded" (Yu 1977:4.68), after he took three fire dates X ^  from 

the Aged Star himself, is designed to dramatize the magic effect the true "baby" might have 

on the king. The author's commentary-that the king's descendants all attained longevity 

because of these dates (Ibid.)~dmes further home the contrast between the false baby-the 

real babies-and the true baby Monkey and his surrogate in this particular episode-the Aged 

Star of the South Pole-embody.

Zhang Boduan's shadow again looms large in these pages that deal with the deviation of

the "side gates.” The monkey king's willful disregard for the realization of his religious

given name-and thus for the completeness o f Subhuti's heritage-introduces Zhang's concern

for the buddha-nature. Likewise, the motif o f the trivial arts is intended to elaborate Zhang's

concern for the elixir. In his Wuzhen pian xu, he distinguishes two types of Taoist

cultivation. Practices such as

to cultivate the forces of the five vital organs, to absorb the light of the seven stars, 
to visualize, to massage, to inhale the fresh air and exhale the stale, to read 
scriptures and evoke tantras, to spit out water or draw up charms, to click one's 
teeth, to concentrate one's spirit, to divorce one's wife, to fast, to preserve one's 
spirit, to hold one's breath, to concentrate between the brows, to copulate so that 
semen may be used to nourish the brain, or even to bum metals and stones and to 
eat vegetation-these are all easy to come by but difficult to complete.mmwzK, mxmzit, m  m, m  mm  ft#, mt, m  m, jinsu®, vxmm&â

fH it  (Xue Daoguang 1977:4:2822).
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Obviously Subhuti's four categories o f “side gates” mostly belong here. It is not that these 

listed have no effect at all, but that one cannot "return to infancy from old age, master the 

skill of transformation and ascend to heaven" {Ibid.). By contrast

"those who have realized the Tao have all cultivated the gold elixir" {f$M .¥iW @ 

f#)~the art that is "difficult to come by but easy to complete" $ U § M (Ibid.)?5 

Whereas the author has transformed Zhang's critique into fiction, combining it with 

numerous Buddhist and Taoist themes and motifs into one unified religious experience, he 

cannot work each and every item on Zhang's list into the fabric of the novel. But he 

apparently maintains a clear-cut distinction between the two types of practices through a 

string of well-contrived scenes and events. The distinction begins with the transmission
Il

from Subhuti to the stone monkey in chapter 2, continues through Gold and Silver Horns in 

chapters 32 through 35. culminates in the enlightened king of the Cart Slow Kingdom in 

chapter 44, and ends with the return of the white deer to his master in chapters 78 and 79.

35

To denounce the “side gates” has been a common practice within the Taoist tradition. Wei Boyang 
denounces "people o f  the world who pounce on petty arts without telling whether the Tao is shallow or 
profound" 'J'Tts (Anonymous 1977:33:26760). Zhongli Quan counts off his fingers a list
o f  small arts not unlike that o f  Zhang Boduan in Zhong Lti chuandao j i  (cf. Shi Jianwu 1988:5) and Pomi 
zhengdao ge (1977:8.5876). Sim'larly, Ge Hong places emphasis on the gold elixir, although he also believes 
that the small ans may help in case the gold elixir is not within easy reach: "If there is no access to the more 
important o f the essential arts, one cannot afford not to know extensively the small ones-this is to rely on the 
common effect o f  them all to prolong life" A # ,

(1977:46.37728).
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CHAPTER 10

CONCLUSION: X1YOUJI AND CHINESE 
SCRIPTURAL TRADITION

No matter what else Xiyou j i  represents, and what other perspective a reader might prefer 

as the most illuminating, this proposition ought to remain beyond serious challenge: the 

Monkey-Tripitaka legend is mostly the product of the author's creative use and reuse o f a 

religious heritage enriched by the contributions of many thinkers and writers before him. 

Indeed, close inspection ofXiyou j i 's  specific elements confirm with remarkable correlation 

what we suggest at the beginning, namely, his profound kinship with both the Buddhist and 

Taoist scriptural traditions. However, we begin this analysis ofXiyou j i  by redefining the 

religion the characters practice and the religious prototypes upon which they are modeled; 

we have then concentrated mainly on the relationship o f  the three Monkeys--the stone 

monkey who loses heaven, the pilgrims whom he becomes and the pilgrim Monkey who 

identifies the group with Subhuti’s vision by carrying over the Taoist rebel’s name and 

visage--with Chinese scriptural tradition. As concluding remarks, it is necessary to return to 

the other aspect of the issue, namely, the author’s individual talent vis-a-vis tradition we 

raised in chapter 2. One point that can never be emphasized enough is that there is a goal to 

whatever use he has made of the literary and religious allusions, contrary to the critical 

consensus that feels called upon to apologize on his behalf. In retrospect, his talent is 

abundantly manifest precisely in the successful representation of Zhang Boduan’s theory 

utilizing the Tripitaka legend. The way he creates his characters is one example that attests 

to the palpable presence of this goal.
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The three Monkeys may register great diversity in character and appearances, but, taken 

together, they act out the vicissitudes o f an ultimate Taoist adventure: the stone monkey’s 

prodigious effort motivated by Yama's unseen, but eldritch presence, the sublimity o f his 

immortal life upon Subhuti's transmission, the misery o f  defeat following his rebellion and 

Tripitaka's arduous journey to succeed where he fails. The dual nature of his specific 

religious experience requires a supernatural world filled with beings that represent both 

Buddhism and Taoism. To accomplish this end, the author merely follows convention if 

only to make his work more accessible to the reading public of his time. Hence he models 

his cosmos directly upon the Taoist conception of heaven while making necessary changes 

to accommodate the Buddhist deities. His open Taoist allegiances—as well as syncretic
II

attitude towards Buddhism-emerge very distinctly in a mixed pantheon, one in which the 

Taoist deities form the ruling clique while the Buddhist divine beings are the enforcers o f the 

order of the universe. Surely such a pantheon embraces the most illustrious members from 

both religions. But no less did he try to incorporate popular myths and legends related to 

Buddhist and Taoist religious traditions. Hence this pantheon includes Xiwangmu with her 

immortal peaches (chapters 4 through 7),1 Erh-lang (chapter 6 and 63),2 the Goddess o f the 

Moon and her jade hare (chapters 19 and 93-95), the Jade Emperor (chapter 7),3 Sakyamuni

For a detailed study o f  the goddess, see Zong Li and Liu Qun, 1987:429-440.

2

Ibid. 531-546.

3

Ibid. 27-38.
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(chapter 77),4 Mighty-Spirit God (chapter 4),5 Guanyin (chapters 6,12, 17,42,49,57,58 

and 71),fi Chen-wu (chapter 66)7 and the white horses. Another example is the 

National Preceptor-King Bodhisattva who claims to have triumphed over the

Great Sage Water Ape in chapter 66. According to popular myths, the Water Ape

is really Wuzhiqi while the bodhisattva is none other than Sanga fa IB, reputedly one 

o f Guanyin's manifestations.8 But the most striking example is perhaps Laozi (chapters 6,7, 

35,39 and 52) 9 in whose profile we find the combined images o f  other mythical and 

legendary figures. He is not only the master o f the dark bull that abducts Tripitaka (chapters 

50 through 52), but is said to have manifested himself in the person of Nuwa to make 

repairs on heaven (chapter 35). Moreover, he has also been Pangu for, according to 

Monkey, it is this deity that has created heaven and earth (chapter 86).

Ibid. 39-42.

5

Ibid. 365-67.

6

Ibid. 847-69.

7

Ibid. 62-82. A more complete version o f  this deity’s story is recorded in B eiyouji Cf. Gary
Seaman, trans., Journey to  the North (Berkeley, Los Angeles, & London: University o f  California Press, 
1987).

8

Ibid. 869-72. Cf. also Liu Yinbai, 1990:290-296.

9

Ibid. 12-26. Cf. also Xie Shouhao, 1977:30.23705-23862 as well as "Taishang Laojun kaitian jing," 
1977:57.46400-403.
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By contrast, the author often makes more subtle and obscure allusions to phrases and 

metaphors in the Buddhist and Taoist scriptural traditions to create place names, as well as 

characters with overtly demonic implications. For place names, we have noted how the 

"Water-Curtain Cave" in chapter 1 carries more than just a casual and superficial kinship 

with the Buddhist metaphor that represents desire as an unbroken waterfall. The same is true 

with "Water-Organ Cave" in chapter 2, a metaphor that represents the Chinese traditional 

conception of "kidney ." But this technique is more predominantly used to create demons.

To name just a few, the "six robbers" in chapter 14 are a metaphor that represent the six 

senses; the "Flowing-Sand River" in chapter 22 is an embodiment of the mundane world at 

large; the Cadaver Demon in chapter 27 integrates the Taoist conception of the "three 

cadavers" and the Buddhist technique called "white-bone visualization;" the "Little Western 

Heaven" in chapters 65 and 66 is a corrupted and lowered version of Amitabha's Western 

Heaven, and the lions in chapters 88 through 90 are a pun on the unwanted bustling of 

thoughts. A more apparent example is the "six-eared macaque," a graphic embodiment of 

the Buddhist description of the mind as "the monkey of the six windows." Equally 

significant is the oxherding metaphor that threads through the stories o f the dark bull in 

chapters 50 through 52, the Bull Demon King in chapters 59 through 62 and the three rhinos 

in chapters 91 and 92. Similarly the "baby" metaphor distinguishes between the true and 

false “babies” through a series of contrasts between Monkey and the Red Boy in chapters 40 

through 42, the demonic conception in chapter 53 and the City o f the Babies in chapters 78 

and 79. Although it is not a demon, Kshitigarbha's beast by the name of "Listen intently" in 

chapter 58 is an invention of the same nature. As its name suggests, it is a metaphor that
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represents the importance of “listening” to the Buddha's teaching, an apt reminder of why 

the stone monkey-cum-the Gold Cicada has to undergo reincarnation. That the author packs 

his work with so many allusions, old and home-made, is one of the reasons why it caters to 

varied tastes. To the more enlightened reader, it conveys a very specific religious message; 

but to the less religious-minded, the myths and legends offer pure fun. As it is, Xiyou j i  is 

certainly an example that confirms Robert E. Hegel’s statement about the literati novel in 

general: “Unquestionably the novel, like its formal opposite, the anthology, served as a 

favorite medium for preserving the best of earlier writing while incorporating new and 

revised material to suit the changing tastes of the elite and to express individual sentiments” 

(1981:60).

The pilgrims, however, combine both types o f allusions in their characterization. On the 

one hand, they had all appeared in the Yuan play when the novelist undertook revisions o f 

what by his time had already become a popular literary tradition, one encrusted with 

centuries o f religious symbolism. But he transformed these characters profoundly by adding 

a symbolic dimension that deepens whatever religious significance they may already bear by 

making less explicit allusions to religious phrases, metaphors and characters. Tripitaka is a 

witty Chan master in the Yuan play, unlike his historical prototype, a champion of 

"Mere-Ideation Buddhism” I B u t  the master lost his spiritually privileged position to 

Monkey, consistent with his status as the body, the container of the potential buddha-nature 

that awaits revelation, as the author further deepened the Chan symbolism in the novel.

Now the image o f monkey represents the spiritual energy generated by the mind that can 

make or break Subhuti’s Taoist vision, depending entirely on whether he remains a “monkey
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of the mind” or transforms into an agent o f his own religious name. The stone monkey does 

not seriously consider making an effort to measure up to the full value o f his name; hence he 

remains his own “monkey of the mind” to the detriment o f his immortal status. Tripitaka 

does and his "monkey o f the mind" transforms into his religious consciousness, a driving 

force that constantly strives towards a general awakening as to the empty nature o f the 

mundane world at large. Hie characterization of the white horse likewise becomes 

complicated when he turns out to be an allusion to two Buddhist white horses; moreover, he 

is a metaphor that represents both the "great vehicle" as contrasted to the “lesser vehicle” 

and the "horse o f will" as contrasted to Sha Monk, the embodiment o f“true will.” Similarly 

the hog's portrait is more than that o f  a simple pig, or even that o f a pig that embodies 

discipline that he is yet to become. He evokes the pig lore because he characterizes 

Tripitaka's more basic human instincts as contrasted to the monk’s more nobly religious 

consciousness.

The symbolic dimension of the pilgrims is further enhanced when the author modeled 

them on the profiles of well-known religious figures. As we have noted, Monkey himself is 

a subtle allusion to Huineng: he possesses the kind of spiritual caliber unique only to the 

patriarch. Furthermore, the distance of Monkey’s somersault, and of the journey the 

pilgrims collectively undertake, is an explicit reference to Huineng's remarks in Tanjing. 

Aside from this spiritual kinship with a Buddhist master, Monkey is directly linked to Laozi 

in terms o f his Taoist prowess. By contrast, Tripitaka is likened to Sakyamuni: the white 

horse that carries him brings up unmistakable parallels between the monk and the founder of
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Buddhism, although he makes no pretense at all to the Buddha's integrity that crushed the 

maras once and for all.

No doubt the massive influx o f religious allusions has drastically transformed the 

outlook of the Tripitaka legend, and it is a change for the better. This symbolic dimension 

alone is enough evidence to contradict the critical consensus that the author threw names and 

phrases together to create a jumble of everything that goes nowhere. There is a goal that 

guides the way he created a supernatural world, the way he created the demons and the way 

he added a symbolic dimension to his characters. He had to impose his own will on such 

massive amounts o f diverse material if  only to impose order, to create some kind o f unity. 

The issue may be tested in the context o f the theory of the "echo chamber" as defined by 

John Hollander and Richard Hays we mentioned in chapter 1. As the term "chamber" 

suggests, a literary work is regarded as a delimited space rather than a wide open field. 

According to this view, literary echoes bear upon each other within a well-defined construct 

of ideas. This is to say that the "echoes" do not generate chaos; rather they conspire towards 

the embodiment o f meaning. The Xiyou j i  would be reduced exactly to a wide open field if 

we believed at all that the author could have gone to all the trouble to weave numerous 

religious allusions into its fabric without trying to make any coherent sense out of them. 

There has to be a goal if only as some sort of organizing principle that gives meaning to the 

new Tripitaka legend, and achieves the unity required o f any literary work, to say the least.

It flies in the face o f any principle o f literary creation if there is not.

And it is exactly as a principle o f organization that he shows a strict adherence to Zhang 

Boduan's theology which alone has the scope to organize both the Buddhist and Taoist
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allusions towards the embodiment o f meaning. For Zhang's theology is more than merely 

syncretic. Syncretism can take any form or no particular form at all: it can remain an 

attitude without making any specific commitment. But Zhang's theory is syncretic in a 

systematic, highly organized and orderly fashion; more importantly, this is the fashion that 

best explains to critics a persistently recurrent theme inXiyouy/--the elixir-buddha-nature 

synthesis. This is rather to say that Zhang’s theory is the matrix that imposes order on the 

influx o f allusions. In chapter 3, we highlighted instances o f this synthesis. The chapters 

that follow reveal more such instances that enable us to obtain an extended picture of the 

author’s profound engagement with Zhang’s theology. This synthesis first occurs in chapters 

1 and 2 o f Xiyou j i  where Subhuti, a Taoist with a distinctly Buddhist heritage, passes his
II

double vision on to the monkey king by giving his disciple a highly suggestive name. It 

occurs again in chapter 7 where the author deplores the incongruity of the "human mind" and 

"transformed body." The terms set up in the novel indicates that his critique is not directed 

at the elixir-induced "transformed body," but at the "human mind" which is buddha-nature in 

its dormant and unenlightened state. Now the structure o f the novel consists o f a Taoist 

quest followed by a Buddhist journey in an apparent attempt to imitate Subhuti’s 

transmission. Undoubtedly this arrangement can be conceived of as an imitation of Zhang 

Boduan’s Wuzhen piart which consists of the master's poeticized vision of the elixir followed 

by his spirited endorsement o f the buddha-nature.

More importantly, this synthesis is further highlighted when it recurs in the religion 

Tripitaka embraces. As we demonstrated in chapter 5, what happens at the Mountain of 

Two Realms and in the Monastery of Five Villages signals the master's successful

t 361
t

Vl  ___

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



completion of the elixir. The author makes it quite clear that whereas the master seeks to 

realize his buddha-nature, he cannot even begin to make headway unless he acquires 

Monkey's Taoist prowess at the start of his journey in order to "wake to vacuity." The 

combination is further affirmed in chapters 8 and 98 by the fact that entrance to the Buddha's 

Western Paradise has to be the Yu-chen Taoist Temple. No less forcefully does this 

synthesis assert itself in the apotheosis o f the pilgrims. Why do we think that the Buddha 

confers the buddha status on both and only Tripitaka and Monkey, if not to prove beyond 

any doubt that the elixir and buddha-nature, or Monkey and Tripitaka, combine to constitute 

buddhahood in Xiyou j i ?

But then it is surely not so much buddhahood as the status o f heavenly immortal that the
I
!

author really had in mind. It is necessary that we be reminded again that there is not yet a 

major Buddhist theology that welcomes the Taoist conception of the elixir with open arms, 

so far as the Buddhist canon is concerned. Accordingly the Buddhists would certainly refute 

any such notion that the elixir should play an indispensable role in acquiring buddhahood. 

By contrast, the Taoists have no qualms about absorbing Buddhist notions and metaphors. 

For instance, Zhang Boduan uses "Western Paradise" in his Wuzhen pian as a metaphor that 

represents the completion of the elixir: "The Buddha teaches people to cultivate Ultimate 

Bliss/This is because Ultimate Bliss lies in the direction o f metal"

(Xue Daoguang 1977:2888). Surely scriptural records may place Amitabha's 

Western Paradise to the west of this world, but it does not come into any relationship with 

^ -e ith e r “metal” as in the "five phases" or gold as in “gold elixir." What Zhang did was 

not merely reinterpret a Buddhist belief in the context o f  the elixir; more accurately, he

I 362
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expressed the Taoist vision of the elixir utilizing the Buddhist belief. He substituted the 

elixir as the one-way ticket to the Western Paradise for, in his explication, there was no 

distinction between a Buddhist haven and the Taoist heaven. This was a common practice 

with many other Taoists as well. For instance, Lu Shu (Psfrl?, Southern Song), one of 

Zhang’s major annotators, claims in unequivocal terms that the elixir induces buddhahood: 

"The Buddha is called the 'golden immortal o f great enlightenmenf for his is the way o f the 

gold elixir" (Ibid.). It comes as no surprise, then, that the

novelist’s vision o f buddhahood embraces both Monkey and Tripitaka, or both the elixir and 

buddha-nature, as an embodiment of this uniquely Taoist syncretic attitude.

The issue o f Tripitaka's sexuality further testifies to Zhang's elixir-buddha-nature
I

synthesis. With his excessive obsession with semen, the monk is a Taoist in all the 

essentials, consistent with the status o f earthly immortal he acquires at the Mountain o f  Two 

Realms. But then he is no less a Buddhist when it comes to dealing with the female demons. 

Relying on his mental power, the master effectively neutralizes the crushing impact o f 

otherwise irresistible female beauty by dehumanizing his seductresses as lethal weapons or 

generally as things irksome to human senses. This may be an authentic Buddhist practice, 

but the monk does it as part o f his effort to actively engage Monkey in order to "wake to 

vacuity," so that his semen, the main ingredient in the concoction of the elixir, may remain 

intact. In this sense, the master appears to be a Buddhist monk precisely because he is a true 

, Taoist who tries to live up to Subhuti's transmission. This stress on the supremacy of

buddha-nature as part of the elixir is fundamental evidence that the author faithfully adhered 

to a Taoist vision that belonged uniquely to Zhang Boduan.
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This loan from a specific Taoist vision is manifest in every aspect o f the novel as an 

organizing principle. It proves beyond all doubt the existence o f a unified religious vision in 

Xiyou ji .  For one thing, the relationships among the pilgrims are not clearly visible unless 

we read them against Zhang Boduan's theory. The symbolic dimension seems to so affect 

these relationships that the roles they perform seem suddenly less clearly demarcated than in 

the Shihua and especially the Yuan play. Now Tripitaka may be the master, but it is Monkey 

that is the more spiritually advanced; Tripitaka may dictate, but Monkey always turns the 

tables in the end; Tripitaka may have been bom to Buddhist monastic life, but he cannot do 

without Monkey, a Taoist deviate to all appearances, if he hopes to attain buddhahood at all. 

But then the relationships seem confusing only because we see separate beings that strive
II

towards a common Buddhist cause rather than a common Taoist cause that unifies master 

and disciples as a single being, a common cause that demands our attention with a 

persistence that we cannot ignore. The author himself is too shrewd not to make the point 

that the pilgrims represent one unified person in conformity with the unified religious vision. 

Whenever possible, he reminds his reader that the pilgrims are unified by the system o f the 

five phases, so that whatever role they perform they perform as a team, as he does in this 

poem in chapter 100: "In its entirety Tathagata-garbha fallen to the dusty plain/Fuses with 

Four Signs and cultivate Self again" — ( Yu 1977:4.427).

The key word here is %  or again, a poignant reminder that the pilgrims share common 

, origins in an earlier existence.

The significance of these verses may be further clarified in light o f the stone monkey's 

death under the Five Phases Mountain in chapter 7. The author's claim that the pilgrims
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constitute a unified being would not wash unless he convinces us that the stone monkey 

indeed finds reincarnation in the person o f Tripitaka. For one thing, it would not be possible 

to reconcile these two in one flesh if they were not bom, as it appears to be the case, at the 

same place at the same time. The stone monkey is already three hundred and forty-two years 

old when Yama tries vainly to imprison his eternal soul in chapter 3. He then would be one 

thousand at least when he joins Tripitaka—provided it is indeed he who joins the 

monk-considering all those other years he has spent in heaven and under the Five Phases 

Mountain. Yet Tripitaka is barely in his prime when he sets out on his journey after he has 

avenged his parents. The disparity o f age alone is enough to indicate that the stone monkey 

is not Monkey who joins Tripitaka, for he cannot possibly be part o f the monk; he can only
ii

become Tripitaka himself if the pilgrims are one person at all. Only in this context do we
i

better appreciate why the author postponed Tripitaka's birth until after the stone monkey's 

fall. Similarly the mountain metaphor provides a context in which we understand the 

difference between Monkey and the stone monkey. The Taoist rebel loses his freedom from 

the five phases after he forfeits his immortal status, hence the “Five Phases Mountain.” 

Monkey marks the master’s entry into a whole new world, for he is the elixir the monk 

accomplishes; hence the “Mountain o f Two Realms.”

Moreover, this attests further to our suggestion that the Gold Cicada is none other than 

the stone monkey, for it is not a coincidence, certainly not in an allegory, that they should

, undergo reincarnation after both of them have neglected the Buddha's teaching. This brings

us back to the conflict of the "human-mind" vs. the ''transformed body.” Tripitaka’s birth is 

the effect o f the stone monkey’s death. As we have demonstrated, the author punishes the
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stone monkey with reincarnation in order to refocus his motivations after he fails to 

eliminate his "human mind. In so doing, he credibly motivates him to try again, in the 

person of Tripitaka, to fulfill the buddha-nature on top of the elixir. But the reverse may 

also be true: the stone monkey’s death may as well be regarded as the effect o f the Gold 

Cicada’s death. The Buddha faults his disciple for his terribly short attention span while 

attending his sermons. It is in the sense that the Gold Cicada stubbornly refuses to change 

fiom a nymph into a cicada, or from a potential buddha into real buddha, that he brings 

down the stone monkey’s death. The two are one: the stone monkey’s “human mind” runs 

amok only because the Gold Cicada persists in his failure to realize the meaning of his name. 

The cause the pilgrims uphold can only be understood against this tragic failure, for whether 

they succeed or not measures the extent to which they learn a lesson from the errors o f their 

previous existence. This is to say that the stone monkey/Gold Cicada forever remains in the 

background as a contrast to Tripitaka's success as he wakes to the emptiness o f the demons 

that successively attempt to possess him.

Clearly it serves the author’s goal that the five pilgrims constitute one flesh, now that we 

do know that the reincarnation is supposed to outdo the incarnation with regard to the same 

religious vision. The tensions caused by the internecine conflict dramatize sort o f a holy war 

being waged incessantly in the mind that involves spiritual and instinctual forces, a war that 

eventually ends up in Tripitaka’s much sought-after status of heavenly immortal. The 

pilgrims perform roles that each complement the others in bringing the laurels to Tripitaka. 

Beyond any doubt Monkey is the most important o f the five. That he carries over the name 

that comes from Subhuti indicates that he is the embodiment o f the Taoist patriarch’s vision.
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This speaks volumes about why Tripitaka cannot enter the realm of the immortals until 

Monkey joins up, for Monkey is the very religion the master practices and the master’s 

practice o f that religion. Surely the author executes in very broad, and very symbolic, 

strokes how Monkey’s freedom from the Five Phases Mountain means the master’s freedom 

from the five phases, for this is not what distinguishes Tripitaka from the stone monkey. On 

the contrary, this merely places incarnation and reincarnation on an equal footing. It is what 

Monkey does next that distinguishes the two: Monkey becomes the agent o f his own 

religious name “Wu-k’ung” with a fierce determination that can only be explained by the 

presence of the other pilgrims.

Pa-chieh is the key to Monkey’s effort to wake the master to emptiness. The perpetual 

conflicts between monkey and pig are engendered by the fact that they represent directly 

opposing forces. The pig is an embodiment o f  the master’s most basic instincts, chiefly 

those for food and sex, which breed demons that inhabit the monk's "human mind." The 

demons display symptoms o f spiritual malaise the stone monkey fails to extinguish, for they 

constitute ties between incarnation and reincarnation. This follows naturally that the way 

Tripitaka deals with the demons should pose a striking contrast to the Taoist rebel if he 

hopes to attain buddhahood at all. This means, above all, that the master has to transform 

this inborn pig into discipline as part o f his effort to wake to emptiness. Monkey emerges 

the winner from this battle against Pa-chieh, for he is aided by Sha Monk, the “yellow hag,” 

who sustains the relentless determination o f the dragon-slayer. But of course Sha Monk 

performs this role chiefly by keeping a tight rein on the “horse of will.” As an embodiment 

of the unruly tendency o f the mind to wander, the white horse makes it impossible for the
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master to achieve stillness o f  mind, which is what the buddha-nature is all about. The role 

Sha Monk performs thus identifies him with “pi-ma-wen” who proves the monkey 

king’s downfall by abandoning his post. Now that Sha Monk takes office as “pi-ma-wen,” 

which is none other than “yellow hag,” Monkey is given renewed energy with which to wake 

the master to emptiness. For by taking the horse in hand, Sha Monk substitutes his “true 

will” for the false wandering will of the mind. Sha Monk thus further sharpens the contrast 

between Tripitaka and his predecessor by bringing into the group the element of great 

diligence $ 38;.

As a matter of fact, the novelist’s organizing plan is also manifest in the order in which 

the pilgrims each appear. As the body of the practitioner, Tripitaka is the first to appear. He 

is then joined by Monkey in a symbolic gesture whereby he acquires the elixir, and is ready 

to move on to the stage of the buddha-nature. Significantly, the white horse should appear 

next, at this critical point when the master has to choose between the "great” and the “lesser” 

vehicles. Monkey’s induction o f Pa-chieh signals Tripitaka’s first attempt to subdue his 

mundane instincts, for with Monkey and the horse, the master is now ready to wake to 

emptiness according to the teaching of Mahayana. It is not as if Tripitaka has never before 

been under the thumb of his piggy instincts, but that now this pig stands out strikingly as the 

chief object o f his spiritual crusade, for it constitutes the chief obstacle to a full revelation of 

the monk’s buddha-nature. When the master names the pig “Pa-chieh,” the novelist 

announces loud and clear that now is the time for the monk to evoke discipline to transform 

the pig, so that his more nobly religious consciousness can gradually replace these basic 

instincts. No less significant is why Sha Monk emerges after Pa-chieh. The only thing the
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master still finds lacking is the spiritual stamina called “true will,” now that he is equipped 

with everything else required to triumph over the demons.

Now the author’s talent emerges very distinctly in his skillful manipulation o f religious 

and literary allusions towards bodying forth a specific Taoist theology. The focus o f  this 

creative thrust is the three Monkeys. Such ingenuity notwithstanding, his creative acumen is 

firmly rooted in tradition. Creativity may be likened to a tree: the farther it reaches upward, 

the deeper the root strikes downward. Similarly the author was fruitful only because he was 

acutely aware that he could benefit tremendously from tradition. Earlier we have indicated 

how he followed tradition when he introduced the Taoist conception of heaven into the 

novel. However, he paid respect to tradition in another more monumental way. He wrote
II

the novel in recognition of two categories of religious writing. One was a practice common 

to both Buddhism and Taoism that expressed religion through, and as, literature. A 

well-known example in the Buddhist tradition is Miaofa lianhua jin g  or The Lotus Sutra in 

which the Buddha upholds Mahayana while enlisting seven fables to explicate religious 

tolerance through the notion of "expedient means" Another example is Baiyujing  If 

(The Sutra o f A Hundred Fables) which explains the basic Buddhist notions through 

ninety-eight fables. The best known example is perhaps Huayanjing. In the latter half of 

the scripture, Sudhana travels from one place to another to seek enlightenment until the 

scripture, in Dr. Hu Shi’s words, begins to read like a novel — (1986:182).

! Surely Monkey is better characterized, but we have noted that he certainly resembles

Sudhana in that he travels from place to place to enlist help from the more highly realized.
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In the Taoist tradition, Zhuangzi exemplifies the same practice. One instance is the first 

chapter, entitled "Xiaoyao you" (Free and Easy Wandering), in which the author 

extols the idea o f absolute freedom through a series o f contrasts between the cicada, the little 

dove, the little quail and a man who has wisdom enough only to fill one office Hf) 

on one side, and a Kun IS turned Peng ffiS, Song Rongzi and Liezi on the other. 

But ultimately the laugh is on both, for only the Perfect Man M A , the Holy Man $  A  and 

the Sage £ A  enjoy that degree o f freedom (cf. Watson 1968:29-32). The “biographers o f 

immortals” likewise resort to literature to express religion, but they go beyond a simple 

return to two-dimensional characters such as we see in the fables of Zhuangzi and Liezi. The 

motivation of this particular genre is purely religious, despite the fact that they are often 

classified under zhiguai. For instance, Ge Hong composed Shenxian zhuan with intent to 

advertise his belief that "The status of the immortal can be attained; life without end can be 

learned" jilj'ffc&JW, (Zhan Shichuang 1992:129). In order to achieve realistic

effects, the biographies often consist of four elements: who attains the immortal status, 

where he or she attains it, how he or she attains it and what proof he or she demonstrates o f 

the achievement. Interestingly, detail in characterization accmes as generations of 

biographers write, and often rewrite, the stories o f the same immortals. For instance, Liu 

Xiang tells the story o f the Yellow Emperor in about a hundred and forty characters 

(1977:6111-6112), but Zhao Daoyi gives an account of the same character that takes up 

thirteen pages (1977:6169-6182). As a matter o f fact, we may very well KgaidXiyouji as a 

sample of the Taoist biographies, for it has all the elements of one-who, where, how and 

what. Certainly the plot o f the first seven chapters is faithful in every detail to this genre.
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Nothing illustrates more vividly than the transformation o f Xiwangmu that the Taoists 

resorted to storytelling as a vehicle o f religious belief. In Shanhai jing, her shape may 

"resemble that o f humans" $P{$1UA), but she is still a far cry from being human, much less 

humanly feminine, with her "leopard tail and tiger teeth" ( # J H o w e v e r ,  she has 

already become a study in classic beauty when she materializes before Emperor Wu of the 

Han dynasty in Han Wudi neizhuan: "She appears in her thirties, with the right kind of build 

that makes her neither too tall nor too short. She is a paragon o f celestial beauty, for she has 

such superb features that can find no comparison in the world"

(Ban Gu 1977:8.6086). When religion resorts to creative writing, too 

often this means that imagination supplies where previous tradition is found wanting. Small 

wonder that the “biographies of immortals” have been consistently regarded as literature 

despite the fact that they are part of the Taoist canon.

But if this is a scriptural tradition o f a highly literary nature, it is necessary to distinguish 

it from a literary tradition o f a highly religious nature. I am referring in particular to literary 

genres such as zhiguai, chuanqi f^pf, transformation texts and huaben that thrive 

very much on religious themes and motifs. The distinction lies in purpose. The Taoists and 

Buddhists spin a yam with intent to teach religion whereas the literary authors resort to 

religion to spin a yam. Beyond all doubt the novelist benefited greatly from this tradition. 

The ultimate example is the Tripitaka legend itself the basis on which he wrote Xiyou ji. 

Another potent example is the conception o f evil in Xiyou j i .  As we have noted, the demons 

may be maras with regard to their obstruction of Tripitaka's spiritual perfection, but they 

waylay Tripitaka in the manner of spirits o f old creatures who call mountains and forests
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home. This side o f their profile is derived from the "deviate and strange," creatures that 

prosper in the zhiguai tradition. Nothing illustrates more clearly the impact of this literary 

tradition on Xiyou j i  than the Ouyang He story. The abduction of Ouyang He's wife

is the subject of a chuanqi story o f unknown authorship entitled Bu Jiang Zong baiyuan 

zhuan (A Retelling of Jiang Zong’s Story o f the White Ape). The religious

motif is manifest in the causes that eventually lead to the ape’s violent death: his 

wickedness catches up with him as the mountain god appeals to heaven; consequently the 

ape succumbs impossibly to Ouyang He’s puny little scheme.

The religious ambience is heightened in the huaben story entitled Chen Xunjian Meiling 

shiqi j i  (A Story o f how Commander Chen Loses His Wife at Meiling).

| In this revised version o f the Ouyang He story, Ruchun #H # is abducted by Master

Shenyang $  a huge ape who possesses a title that Monkey is to assume--"Great Sage, 

Equal to Heaven” Her husband, Commander Chen, remains forlorn and helpless

for three years until Zhang Boduan, the Immortal of Purple Solarity intervenes on

his behalf (cf. Hong Pian 1955:97a-109b). The impact of this story on Xiyou j i  is twofold. 

On the one hand, this is perhaps the first time when Zhang Boduan becomes explicitly 

associated with the Monkey legend, for Master Shenyang is apparently one of Monkey's 

direct prototypes. On the other, this story is the model of an episode vn Xiyou j i  that relates 

the escapades o f Guanyin's golden-haired wolf in chapters 68 through 71. Here, for three 

, years, Ruchun manages to resist the ape’s amorous advances, no matter what tricks the ape

comes up with in order to break her spirit. Surely the author instituted dramatic changes: it 

is neither Ouyang He's woman, nor Commander Chen's wife, that is the abductee, but the
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queen of the Scarlet-Purple Kingdom by the name of Golden Sage Palace 

Moreover, she is eventually rescued, rather than kidnapped, by an ape. For the motivation of 

Tripitaka’s effort to seek the scriptures is to focus his mind—which is Monkey-on spiritual 

perfection so that he escapes the tragic fate that has befallen him in a previous existence. 

Accordingly Monkey is the force whereby Tripitaka achieves merit by helping out people in 

distress, including ladies in distress. All this in spite o f the fact that a lustful hog is evidence 

that the monk himself is still tormented by the lecherous fires burning in his groin. But with 

all these changes, we can still recognize Ruchun in the queen: the Golden Palace remains 

chaste for three years after the abduction occurs. And like Commander Chen, the husband 

can do nothing but grieve. Zhang Boduan further links the novel to the Huaben story. He 

lends a helping hand in the queen’s rescue, even though it is a relatively smaller role than the 

one assigned to him in the earlier story.

Another example we can cite is the motif of “sex-starved hungry ghost” S,.

When Monkey chastises him in chapter 23 for his unabashed lecherous impulses, the hog 

evokes a proverb in his own defense: “ The proverb says, 'A monk is the preta o f  sensuality;' 

and which one o f us can truly say that he doesn't want this?" i l l

f t s i t :  (Yu 1977:1.453 andW u 1973:313). This

proverb is a commonplace in Ming literature, for instance in this poem from Pai ’an jingqi 

: “A sex-starved hungry ghost possessed by a true yaksha/Now smeared with 

blood, how can the wandering soul ever find its way home?”

I# 10 (Ling Mengchu 1966:535). Such a high concentration o f popular themes and motifs 

further enhances the novel’s power to appeal to varied tastes.
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The Xiyou j i  has been acclaimed for the scope of its imaginative power, but the author 

derived this power mainly by combining these two traditions. It is religion beyond any 

doubt, for it is specific and focused in its adherence to a particular Taoist vision, especially 

when compared to the earlier versions of the legend. As we have noted, the Shihua is 

permeated with the mysterious omnipresence of the buddha-nature. Owing to the emanation 

of this inborn goodness, all gods, and even demons, gladly volunteer their services to 

Tripitaka who is seeking scriptures from the Buddha. For this very reason, after a little 

coaxing from the monk, Shensha shen Sha Monk's prototype who has cannibalized

the monk twice before, instantly makes obeisance to him. It is certainly out of the same 

innate religious piety that Monkey seeks out Tripitaka to offer him protection. I believe the 

tale is somewhat indebted to Fahua jin g  or The Lotus Sutra where heavenly beings enjoy the 

Buddha's presence and willingly pledge their allegiance, together with asuras and 

yakshas ^$!J monsters, beings both associated with the Buddhist mythology o f evil. 

However, the theme may be religious, but it lacks the kind of single-minded commitment to 

the specifics of any recognizable theology.

Similarly, the Yuan play attests to a largely Buddhist view in a vague and generalized 

manner. Monkey, Pa-chieh and Sha Monk are all forced to join the monk for one reason or 

another. Sha Monk has escaped heaven for earthly existence when human passion reigns 

supreme; Pa-chieh has fallen from heavenly grace after he commits the sin o f theft; Monkey 

is linked to Taoism by the fact that he acquires his prowess by taking stolen elixirs. In this 

sense all three are sinners, and abandon Taoism for Buddhism when they join Tripitaka in 

order to redeem themselves. Accordingly Tripitaka is the one that shows dash and spirit, for

r~
R e p ro d u c e d  with pe rm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited w ithout perm iss ion .



i

he is the undisputed leader as contrasted to the led, a highly realized Chan master as 

contrasted to the spiritually retarded, and an upright Buddhist as contrasted to the Taoist 

deviates. The play may witness the increased popularity of Chan themes, but the playwright 

did not see to it that Chan thought had the consistency to weave through the series of 

contests between the demons and the pilgrims. But in the novel, the three Monkeys confirm 

conclusively the primacy of a specific Taoist theology through the vicissitudes o f  their 

careers. The roles that the characters fulfill on either side dramatize the workings o f the 

mind that strives to attain perfection the way Zhang Boduan envisions it. Furthermore, the 

structure o f the novel itself constitutes an open protestation o f this same theory. It is 

therefore not without justification that Wang Xiangxu, Chen Shibin, Liu Yiming and Liu 

Ts'un-yan variously regard it as a Taoist treatise. Seen in this context, the author’s motive 

itself in writing the novel is traditional, despite the enormous talent he exhibited when he 

successfully manipulated numerous religious allusions towards the embodiment o f a specific 

theology.

But Xiyou j i  is beyond any doubt literature. So far as the literary aspect is concerned, the 

most significant contribution the author has made is that he speaks through rounded 

characters largely o f his own making. Despite their origins in the Yuan play, the pilgrims 

are all capable o f multiple-layers o f symbolic reading, generated by the allusions the author 

wove into their characterization. A  salient example is the white horse, who supplies the link 

between Tripitaka and Sakyamuni, but at the same time he embodies the “great vehicle” and 

the “horse o f will.” Here, again, the author’s innovation is in fact conformity if we look at 

the novel as part o f the Tripitaka legend. Even as it grew, the legend had rung changes
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before him on two major forms o f literature: poetry and play. It appears that it had been 

constantly adapted to whatever was the most popular literary form at the time of its writing. 

Seen in this context, the author simply contributed to a series o f literary experiments with an 

experiment o f his own. In this combination of conformity and individuality lies the 

greatness o f Xiyou j i .  The novelist was following tradition when he resorted to creative 

writing to make a religious statement, but he exhibited enormous talent when he skillfully 

manipulated numerous allusions towards bodying forth that statement. Similarly, it is 

innovation when he chose to experiment with the most sophisticated, and perhaps the most 

popular, literary form of his day, rather than make a simple return to two-dimensional 

characters in fables and religious biographies. But then again, innovation was the norm with 

the Tripitaka legend, and with the novel form during the Ming.
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